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Restorative Activism: Foundations for Personal Resilience and Sustainability

Note: This is a written version of a talk presented by Scott Brown on September 18th at the 12th Annual Sustainable Living Fair in Fort Collins, CO. The experiential elements and other aspects have been edited out to shorten it and have it stand alone as a written piece.

*
I want to start by welcoming you all here to the Fair and this workshop this morning. I attended this Fair for the first time last year and was very impressed with the variety of things offered and the community feel. So I’m excited to be here today.

In order to pull this workshop off in the allotted time I’m going to make two assumptions. The first is that you already know that there are systems in place and things happening in the world that are undermining the very foundations for life on Earth. The second assumption is that these factors and forces are not going to go away any time soon.

This is important as context for our discussion of resilience. But it’s not the whole story is it? There are encouraging and wonderful things happening too. Things like this Fair for example. And the earth itself continues to support us and offer us beauty and inspiration. The earth is doing its best under increasingly extreme circumstances such as the ongoing drought in TX, record heat, catastrophic flood, etc.  

So we can start with this mixed bag of blessings and curses and simply be honest about how it’s affecting us personally. Because we’re not separate from each other and the world these things do affect personally. What happens in the world is directly tied to our needs as humans. So it makes perfect sense that we want to protect our life support system. It makes perfect sense that we care about other species and rivers and mountains.

Because we are not separate, and because life is good, many of us feel called to be engaged in transforming the systems that undermine life. By systems here I mean things like the educational system, the energy and transportation systems, the food system, the political and economic systems, and the military/industrial complex.  Working to transform systems in a way that is conscious, consistently nonviolent, and sustainable is one way to define restorative activism.

 In these times, activism has taken on a new level of importance. It’s important for our own mental health to know that we are doing what we can to make things better. And it’s important for turning the tide and creating a more just, peaceful, and sustainable society.

Personal Resilience and Restoration 
There is a certain approach to activism that’s restorative and sustainable. For one thing, it demands resilience. This is especially true under conditions of stress, when the tendency is to contract physically and emotionally (to panic), thereby fueling the stress in a vicious cycle.

With resilience I think we’re basically talking about health: an integration of physical, psychological, and spiritual health, and the capacity to stay healthy and resourced in the face of challenging situations.

Sustainable activism also requires restoration because we’re wounded by our society and the worldview that gives rise to it. I think it’s critical that we accept this fact because it facilitates finding the humility, the openness, that psychological and spiritual growth requires. And building personal resilience is a process of development and growth.

The fundamental way this wounding shows up is as a belief in separateness. We’ve lost the deeply felt experience of our interrelatedness with each other and the earth. It’s separateness that leads to war and the environmental crisis, to racism, and the death penalty. It’s separateness that makes it possible to turn away from entire human populations that are suffering, and to carry on like nothing much is happening when so many other species are going extinct and on the verge of extinction.

We can take this sense of separateness down to the microbial level. Or the bugs splattered on the windshields of our cars, or the bugs we inadvertently step on. The point being, when we look deep enough, most of us will find walls of separation that we put up between ourselves and others.

It’s my belief that overcoming separateness is our most fundamental task on the road to sustainability. When talking about the systems that undermine life – it’s the thinking, beliefs, assumptions that are key. It’s the underlying thinking that gives rise to those systems, those behaviors and technologies. So we’re talking worldview here aren’t we? The deeply rooted, largely unconscious, beliefs and assumptions we hold about the world and our place in it. 

The dominant worldview in the industrialized world is all about separation: humans are separate from the earth, from other species, and each other; the mind is separate from the body; Godliness is separate from body; and spirit is separate from anything that matters. 

You know why this is important to sustainability. When push comes to shove, when the pressure is really on, when it’s ”jobs verses the environment,” if separateness wins, sustainability loses. If we lose sight of the big picture, the interrelatedness of everything, we won’t tend to make decisions that support life. And we’re all on the hook here. You don’t grow up in our society without being profoundly influenced by the dominant worldview of separateness. This is part of the wounding we can all own up to.

The fundamental problem with the belief in separateness is that it’s not true, not how the world really works. Mystics of all religious and spiritual traditions have discovered this. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said: “We are all one. Gandhi showed that he understood it when he said or wrote something to the effect: “The purpose of life is to know oneself. To know oneself is to identify with all that lives.” And a word originating in the Bantu languages of southern Africa that expresses a whole philosophy is Ubuntu: I am because you are.

In the Buddhist tradition the reality of non-separation is referred to as nonduality: not two. The renowned Buddhist monk and peacemaker Thich Nhat Hanh coined the word interbeing to describe this reality. He used a sheet of paper to describe it:



If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. 
Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and 
without trees, we cannot make paper….If we look into this sheet of paper even more 
deeply, we can see the sunshine in it. Without sunshine, the forest cannot grow. In fact, 
nothing can grow without sunshine. And so, we know that the sunshine is also in this 
sheet of paper. 

And so it is with human beings, flowers, beetles, and the entire manifest world. Forms co-arise in complete interdependence with the sun and elements and processes of biosphere, linked to the entire Universe and, some believe, an originating, divine source.

This view that overcoming the belief in separateness is fundamental helps us understand why decisions that undermine life continue to get made. The people making them aren’t stupid. They are just coming from a worldview of separateness. 

From this perspective we can also see that there is no quick fix. Supplanting the dominant worldview of separateness with one of interrelatedness won’t happen by the end of the week. It won’t be an election issue in 2012. Understanding the importance of worldview places us in a marathon and not a sprint and so we best pace ourselves, take care of ourselves.  We best attend our personal restoration and resilience.

And of course, we already are attending to resilience. We know the things that are good for us and the things that aren’t. Sometimes we do the healthy thing sometimes we don’t, that’s OK, we’re only human. But there is a question for each of us that follows if we want to continue growing as people, if we what to play our own unique role in making the world a better place, and if we recognize we’re in a marathon and not a sprint:

If I am being called to rise to these challenges, am I also being called to direct more energy toward restoration, resilience, and personal sustainability?

Perhaps in reflecting on this question there is some intention, some kind of commitment that’s not coming from a place of shame or “should,” but that arises on it’s own as a kind of guide for you in relating to your own personal resilience. 

Four Foundations for Restoration and Resilience
At the Colorado Center for Restorative Practices we’ve been developing and working with four areas that seem to be important cornerstones of restoration and resilience. These are mindfulness, nature-based practices, relationship skills, and service/activism.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is sustained, focused, and nonjudgmental awareness of one’s experience on a moment-to-moment basis. The emphasis here is on “inner” experience, the subtleties of thought, feeling, and emotion.  Through mindfulness practice we get direct, felt experience of reality – the truth that lies beneath all the thoughts and beliefs that we tend to identify so strongly with and which usually dictate our moods and behaviors. Mindfulness trains us to stay in the present moment and that’s where we actually live. If we’re caught up in some story about the past or future we are not resourced, not in our power, not resilient. Through practicing mindfulness we uncover innate stillness, clarity, and intelligence. 

Mindfulness can be practiced while eating, driving, making love, standing in a line, shopping. No matter what we’re doing there is always inner experience that can be noticed. Over time, noticing inner experience builds self-awareness and self-acceptance. These qualities, in turn, calm us down so we’re not as prone to knee jerk, defensive responses. Instead we can work within that gap between stimulus and response and bring more clarity and intelligence to our responses to situations. Does that sound like something that supports resilience?

The king of mindfulness practices is sitting meditation. This is because it’s a very direct way of working with our minds and the endless cycle of thoughts and beliefs that stem from insecurity and fear. It’s our thoughts and beliefs that cause our personal suffering and our collective crises.

Thoughts come and go, they just do and they always will. There’s no choice around that. But we have a choice about how we respond to our thoughts. In meditation we let the thoughts come and then let them go. We practice not identifying with our thoughts and not getting taken for a ride by the stories that come with them. Instead, in basic meditation practice we come back to the breath. We start by following the breath and when we notice a thought we let it go and come back to the breath. Easy….and challenging too.

There are proven benefits to meditation that clearly relate to resilience. Here is the very briefest of overviews drawn primarily from the book Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation by Sharon Salzberg: Meditation has been shown to reduce stress, chronic pain, high blood pressure, depression, and post traumatic stress. Studies have shown that meditation can support immune system health and help treat ADHD. The self-awareness cultivated in meditation forms the very foundation for emotional intelligence, a lynchpin in the ability to thrive personally and professionally.

Meditation actually changes the structure of the brain and can catalyze psychological development and growth through the process of neuroplasticity. Neuroplasticity speaks to the importance of what we choose to focus our attention on. Brain scientists have found that neurons fire in particular areas of the brain depending upon where the person’s attention is placed (what they’re thinking about, their emotional state, etc.). When attention goes to the same thing (the same thought or emotion) over time neural circuits are created and strengthened which make this thought or emotion more likely to occur in the future, a kind of habitual response or default mode. 

The implications of these findings for psychological restoration and resilience are vast. For example, if someone has been fearful for much of their life – that has gotten wired into the nervous system and helps assure that they will continue to be fearful. If they begin mediation practice and consciously focus their attention toward openness and acceptance of whatever arises in the moment, new neural pathways supporting a calmer orientation can develop. Over time these new pathways can begin to override the habitual fear responses. Meditation is thought to be an important way to train the brain in this way and strengthen the positive qualities essential for happiness, health, and resilience. 
We can see in this why mindfulness is a foundational restorative practice and how it relates to undermining the thinking of separateness. Mindfulness calms the nervous system, and cultivates self-awareness and self-acceptance. It cleans the lens of our perception so we can experience directly an expanded sense of self and our True Nature.

Nature-Based Practices

Nature-based practices heal the human-nature split, the belief that humans are separate from nature. One way to think about the split is as homelessness. Without a conscious, participatory, and reciprocal relationship with the natural world we aren’t fully and firmly here on the Earth.

The human-nature spilt is thought by many to be a fundamental cause of much of the psychological dis-ease witnessed today in industrialized societies, including materialism, depression, and anxiety. And, of course, it’s thinking that we’re separate from nature that is the root cause of the environmental crisis and the root problem of our economic model. If we’re separate from the Earth then we’re free to plunder and pollute the Earth, and the fact that we’re undermining our own life support system doesn’t really register.

For these and other reasons, a consciously participatory and reciprocal relationship with nature is not just an admirable quality, it’s a basic trait of human maturity and a foundation for the restoration of ourselves and society. 
Nature-based practices are powerful precisely because we are not separate. As Allan Watts put it: “You didn’t come into this world. You came out of it, like a wave from the ocean. You are not a stranger here.” Thomas Berry captured our embeddedness in the Earth when he wrote: “If we lived on the moon, our mind and emotions, our speech, our imagination, our sense of the divine would all reflect the desolation of the lunar landscape.” 

So the work isn’t to not be separate from nature – that’s already reality. The work is, here again, to undermine the thinking, the belief that we are separate. We do this when we consciously participate with the natural world. We see ourselves reflected back to ourselves in the strength of the horse, the freedom of the eagle, the persistence of the river, the grandeur of the mountains, the meekness of the mouse. I wrote this recently for a friend in Texas:

Looking deeply you will see yourself mirrored in the oak:

Firm trunk standing straight

Strong arms reaching toward the sky

Deep roots in the Earth

Protective skin of bark

Up from acorn

Oriented always toward the universe

and life

A choiceless journey

The oak knows its place

what it is

why it’s here

And so do you.

Sometimes it is stormy

Sometimes it is calm

the oak always knows just how to stand

And so do you.

Examples of nature-based practices include: 

· Seeing yourself mirrored by aspects of the natural world;

· Offering questions and painful experiences to the land, to a tree, to a river, and seeing what comes back; 

· Place bonding – coming back repeatedly to the same place in different seasons and times of day, getting to know the place and its nonhuman inhabitants, and them getting to know you;

· Mindful walks in nature – for example, letting yourself be drawn to whatever captures your attention; 

· Experimenting with the different sense perceptions;

· Rituals and ceremonies of various kinds;

· Vision fasts – time spent camping on the land, fasting, holding to some intention, and opening to what arises;

· Time spent in your watershed getting to know it and the species you share it with.

Most of us already know from our own experience that time spent in nature is restorative. Here are a few examples of scientific, objective findings found in the book Ecotherapy: Healing with Nature in Mind edited by Linda Buzzell and Craig Chalquist:

· In hospitals, preoperative anxiety drops, postoperative recovery shortens, and painkiller use declines for patients who look out a window at natural scenery;

· Fatigued and anxious college students have showed many varieties of psychological and physiological restoration after they walked in the woods;

· Wilderness therapy has proven more effective at promoting self-esteem, behavior change, and interpersonal skills in at risk youth than traditional programs; and

· Gardening has been effective in curtailing stress and obesity, treating alcohol addiction and substance abuse, enhancing self-esteem in adults and in children, easing the shock of displacement and resettlement for refugees, and dealing with burnout in healthcare providers.

There is also evidence of the importance of the nonhuman world to human development in general, for example the many ways contact with animals soothes and otherwise promotes health in children and adults.

Relationship Skills

Most of us will have experienced at least one or two times in our lives when we were challenged by interpersonal relationships. It can feel relatively easy to feel peaceful and resilient when we’re meditating or out in nature. But as soon as someone we’re close to doesn’t respond to us in the way we want or we feel disrespected or hurt, inner peace goes flying out the window. Nothing puts us on the spot like relationships, they are prime practice ground.

It’s also true in our context of sustainability and activism that we’re going to need all the relationship skills and tools we can get in building the groups and networks needed to develop, promote, and implement our visions for a more sustainable world. One telling illustration of this is the fifty years of experience with groups that came together to form intentional communities, what used to called communes. They come together with best of intentions, even shared intentions, but 90% fail because of interpersonal dynamics – the people involved can’t get along. A quote from the spiritual teacher G.I. Gurdjieff speaks to this:

If a sufficient number of people who wanted to stop war really did gather together, 
they would first of all begin by making war upon those who disagreed with them. 
And it is still more certain that they would make war on people 
who also want to stop wars but in another way.
So with our relationships we’re still very much in the realm of separateness, still needing to deal with our thinking and beliefs, our insecurity and defensiveness. Our mindfulness and nature-based practices can give us a strong foundation for engaging in relationships in a more mature way. 

We all want healthy relationships with friends, family, and that most intimate of life partners. But without some guideposts and tools, and the resources to back up our best intentions, it’s not surprising that it’s hard to sustain and deepen relationships over time. 

I want to offer a tool that I’ve found very useful personally and in my work with others. It’s based on a relationship map presented in the book The Oz Principle: Getting Results Through Individual and Organizational Accountability by Connors, Smith, and Hickman. They called it simply Above the Line:

Personal Responsibility

Accountability (to self and others)

Prioritize Relationships

Be in the Present Moment

Blame, Justification, Resentment, the Need to Be Right

Above the line is the way of the adult.  Below the line are characteristics that don’t reflect adulthood. This diagram offers a powerful roadmap for navigating relationships. No one is going to be above the line all the time but we can commit to doing our best.

This map can give you a sense of the kinds of tools that are available. It shows us that adult relationships are not 50/50.  Adult behavior is not conditional on what others do. Adult relationships involve each person taking 100% responsibility for their own experience: their own needs, emotions, and actions. 

When we practice being above the line we find that it doesn’t work if we continue to believe in separateness. We get direct, practical experience of interrelatedness. If we have a spouse or housemate that we aren’t getting along with and just try to ignore the situation our life will get progressively more unhappy and complicated.  We see that our lives are deeply intertwined, that we’re in it together.
Other relationship skills and practices include:

· The ongoing work of increasing our own self-awareness, including knowing what triggers us and gets us below the line and what works to get us back above the line;

· Building our vocabulary and awareness of feelings and needs, and other aspects of Nonviolent Communication developed by Marshall Rosenberg;
· Setting a positive intention for how we want to show up in particular relationships and keeping the big picture in mind;

· Listening without judgment;

· Truth telling;

· Seeing conflict as a growth opportunity and engaging from that perspective; and

· Cleaning up relationship messes after the fact, when necessary.

Service/Activism

Through dedication to restorative practice we deepen our experience of interrelatedness and the walls of separation between ourselves and others become more permeable. The sense of what we really are as human beings and what’s important is expanded. With this comes, in a very organic way, the call to service and activism, the desire to contribute toward making the world a better place. 

And as it happens, through our restorative practice we’ve expanded our capacity to actually do some good and not just spew our anger and dissatisfaction all over the place. That doesn’t mean that it gets easy or that there’s a finish line.

Restorative Activism

Activism is a form of service to community and the world but too often comes from a below the line place of unconsciousness, with anger, self-righteousness, and feeling like a victim some common characteristics. These days the word “activism” leaves a sour taste in the mouths of a lot of people, even people who are clearly doing activist work.

Many people are hungry for a different approach. Phrases like spiritual activism and sustainable activism seem to be used more and more, and Andrew Harvey was at this Fair last year teaching about what he calls “sacred activism.” I coined the phrase restorative activism to emphasize the psychological  – the psychological work necessary for, and the psychological benefits of, an approach to activism that’s conscious and consistently nonviolent. Without fully considering the psychological it’s too easy to think that making peace is easy and – at least for most people – it’s not.

We get a sense of this in just one of the principles of nonviolence developed by Martin Luther King Jr.: Nonviolence seeks to defeat injustice, not people. 

It seems all too often that individuals or groups get attacked while the root causes of injustice go unaddressed. System’s thinking helps us realize that we really are all in it together and an “us verses them” approach doesn’t cut it. It simply doesn’t help at this level to punish certain behaviors or shame people who aren’t doing what we want when it’s the worldviews, the fundamental beliefs and assumptions that need to change. This view does put us in a marathon and not a sprint and highlights why we need to attend to restoration and resilience.

Conclusion

Restoration, resilience, and personal sustainability are not about being perfect. We don’t even need to change who we are. We already have the intelligence, the integrity, and the resourcefulness we need. We already aren’t separate from each other and the Earth. If there’s anything we need to “do,” it’s to become more simple and straightforward. In that spirit I want to close with some simple and straightforward words of encouragement from the poet Gary Snyder:

Stay together

Learn the flowers

Go light

Thank you.
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