
Introduction

The Natural Systems Thinking Process

A powerful, nature reconnecting tool helps us recycle and restore to health contaminants

in our psyche that deteriorate our reasoning,  relationships  and economics.

A pioneer in nature connected education and psychology, Dr. Michael J. Cohen, Ed.D., feels the continuing degradation of people and the planet has desensitized him.  He says that today, when he sees and hears about the continuing crises afflicting people and other life on Earth, he no longer cringes.  He senses that his heart and mind have resigned themselves to knowing that he can’t do any more about our troubles than what he has been doing for the past decades. He usually sends a supportive letter to people and environments in trouble along with his website address and then protectively, sadly, tries to shrug off his ineffectiveness in being of further assistance. 

We who have become expert in Dr. Cohen’s work have helped write this book because, from experience, we know it is crucial that what he offers is not ignored. It is summed up in his description of a course he facilitates:  “Individually or as a community, may I help you learn to use and teach an easily accessible, nature connecting, tool, a practical learning process that enables us to reverse our soaring disorders, stress and budgets? Why not benefit from bringing a powerful, unique, natural systems science into your program or life? It’s psychology and energy improve your ability to restore healthy personal, social and environmental relationships.” 

Cohen’s message is evidently unbelievable. To our collective loss, most people don’t respond.  Sometimes they ask him, instead, for a financial contribution.  

Our purpose in publishing The Web of Life Imperative is to teach interested individuals some exciting things about the nature of ourselves that most of us have been taught to forget. This book helps you deal with industrial society secretly urging us to ignore our inherent Natural Systems Thinking Process (NSTP) that these pages awaken in us. NSTP is as important as food. When we mentally digest it, it helps us learn how to reinstate a vital, suppressed energy back into our thinking and relationships. It feeds us with a potent intelligence that empowers us to authoritatively implement the integrity of our inborn, deeper hopes and ideals.  

Most people recognize that if we are to live in peace with ourselves, each other, and the environment, as have other cultures, it is imperative that we identify and use a process that enables our way of thinking to accomplish this crucial task.  Our great thinkers have provided us with thousands of profound ideas about what is wrong and what should be done.  What they have not provided, however, is a readily available process each of us can use to implement the best of these ideas.  This book teaches you that process.

NSTP results from an accidental scientific discovery that Dr. Cohen made in1953 while visiting a wild park area near Columbia University in New York City where he was a graduate student in Natural Science and Counseling. He observed in a group of students and faculty something that he had always felt in himself. When visiting an attractive natural area a person experiences stress reduction along with greater wellness.  Mentored by Dr. Paul F. Brandwein, and Dr. Willard Jacobson, his observation moved him to investigate what caused this beneficial phenomenon to occur in natural areas. For years he concentrated on discovering how the phenomenon might be intensified and made easily accessible as a useable process. His purpose was to relieve the human and environmental suffering caused by us subduing our inherent, intelligent, natural ability to build supportive life relationships, as does the rest of nature.

From living and learning in natural areas almost exclusively for the past four decades, Cohen has increasingly recognized that because people are part of nature, our extremely nature separated lives stress and contaminate our thinking, health and spirit. This reduces our natural intelligence causing us to suffer even greater personal, wellness and environmental problems.  He has identified this disorder as a distinct, destructive syndrome. He has, in addition, developed a preventative antidote, a Natural Systems Thinking Process that helps us reverse the Syndrome.  NSTP consists of scientifically developed, nature connecting, sensory educational activities, readings and courses that empower people to thoughtfully transform the Syndrome into more constructive and responsible relationships with themselves, others and the environment. This makes perfect sense and is therefore welcomed by most people intellectually.  What is often unbelievable, however, is how and why NSTP works. That impedes trusting it or giving credibility to its use and effectiveness even though its results speak for themselves 

NSTP works because it enables people to create moments in natural areas that let nature itself teach them what they need to know in order to restore the wisdom and benefits of their natural intelligence.  In brief, NSTP helps us reasonably and safely interlace our stressed or injured natural senses and sensibilities with the recycling energies inherent in natural systems. Because we are part of nature, it empowers us to more intensely let nature's restorative powers purify the contamination of our natural intelligence that is caused by our extreme separation from nature and its healing, recycling powers. What results is an increase in our resiliency to the Syndrome and in the lasting ability of our thinking to utilize nature’s balanced ways of knowing and relating. This restoration rejuvenates us to build more responsible relationships at every level. It also increases the value of natural systems within and around us so we further respect and protect them.

To understand how and why this NSTP book will work for you as it has for so many others, you must consider the following key intelligence test question, one that ordinarily might help assess a person’s mathematical aptitude on an advanced placement application: 

“If you count a dog's tail as one of its legs, how many legs does a dog have?"

"Five," of course, is the correct answer, the one that advances you.  Intelligent people say "five" because it is valid in mathematical systems and contemporary thinking and is therefore, justly rewarded by them. However, our natural sense of reason only recognizes five as correct until we additionally validate what we know from our, or other people's, contact with a real, normal dog. Then, many more of our multitude of natural senses and sensibilities come into play: senses of sight, touch, motion, color, texture, language, sound, smell, consciousness, community, trust, contrast, and love. They each provide further information and help our sense of reason make more sense and a more informed decision. They enable our mentality to register that a tail is different than a leg, that a dog has four legs, not five, no matter what might be correct in mathematical logic.

It is a grave mistake for anyone not to take seriously the difference between 4-leg and 5-leg thinking. You will discover in this book that the schism between these two different ways of perceiving,, knowing and being is a magnificent psychological and physiological phenomenon with deep roots into the heart of Earth and our psyche. Each is a different process than the other; one brings sensory experiences into consciousness, the other produces awareness through abstract labels and stories. That schism generates the destructive side effects of our artificial world that we build along with our mentality’s desensitized separation from the balanced perfection produced by Earth’s natural systems within and around us. The 4-leg vs 5-leg discord creates an entrenched conflict between how we think and how nature works.  It is a, if not the, point source of the cruel stress, conflict and contamination our society produces in people and places.

 It is important to recognize is that by financially or socially rewarding us for getting “good grades” or for “making the grade” by using nature-isolated 5-leg thinking, our socialization habitually conditions, programs or addicts us to 5-leg thinking. In addition, 5-leg thinking often demeans 4-leg reasoning as childish, unscientific, or environmental. The result is that we become psychologically dependent on 5-leg knowing and relating. For example:
"Aristotle thought there were eight legs on a fly and wrote it down. For centuries scholars were content to quote his authority. Apparently, not one of them was curious enough to impale a fly and count its six legs."

-Stuart Chase

NSTP enables us to reverse this destructive schism because it helps us gather information from both 4-leg and 5-leg sources and thereby enjoy wholeness through 9-leg thinking. The secret of NSTP is that by carefully following its instructions it empowers us to enlist Nature’s help and pleasantly overcome our bonded conditioning to 5-leg thinking.  In time, this becomes a way of thinking as ordinary and helpful as brushing your teeth to sustain your health.

Disconnection From 4-leg Knowledge

Most scientists and many untrained people recognize that just as our arm "loves" to be attached to our body, all people are biologically, psychologically and spiritually part of, and thereby “lovingly” attached to Nature. We hold in common an imperative survival attraction to nature's “resources” found within each other and all of nature, an inborn affinity to sunshine, food, water, soil, air and healthy, supportive community. This is substantiated by reports from people with near death experiences who say the “great beyond” powerfully beckoned them. Our great error is to ignore that we live extremely nature-disconnected lives. To our loss, on average, we spend over 95% of our time indoors. This severely detaches us from and desensitizes us to Nature. In addition, over 99.99% of our thinking is 5-legged; it consists of stories that are separated from and out of tune with nature.  Thus, we normally learn to know nature from 5-leg, disconnected, "as if," or “objective” observations about it, rather than from authentic, thoughtful, multiple sense, 4-leg contact with natural systems. We learn to substitute conjecture for empirical evidence but it more often produces arguments than satisfaction.

Our nature-estranged, 5-leg intelligence calls the extreme dismemberment of our psyche from its womb in Nature "normal," "progress," and "excellence in education" rather than also acknowledge it as "a desensitizing, intellectual, emotional and spiritual amputation." Our society not only psychologically suffers from this severance, but also from our denial that to escape or tranquilize the pain it causes, we knowingly enter unreasonable relationships that trespass or invade natural systems within and around us. We thereby produce many of our unsolvable problems. Conversely, students who learn to use and teach NSTP own a tool that helps them more effectively participate in resolving our greatest challenges through 9-leg reasoning and relationships. 

Observations from reconnecting

For the past 42 years Dr. Cohen and his students have lived, taught and researched in natural areas, often sleeping and camping outdoors year round. From this 4-leg contact with nature, unlike the norm, he did not learn to know nature as something fearful to be conquered in the name of civilization, safety and economic growth. Instead, as he learned to treat Nature's attractive peace with respect. he enjoyed Nature as a powerful friend, teacher and guide as do the members of the 4-leg plant, animal and mineral kingdoms. This admiration or reverence helps his students and him increase their sensitivity, thoughtfulness and intelligence regarding our relationships with natural systems within and around us. Through NSTP, natural systems in your locale will help you enjoy the same benefits for yourself. 

Significantly, the major problems our society faces seldom exist in intact natural systems or genuinely nature connected people.  As a twig is bent, so grows the tree. Contemporary people seldom grow in nature connected 9-leg ways because our Nature disconnected society rewards our 5-leg thinking and relating for exploiting and demeaning nature and 4-leg experiences.  This practice and its detrimental effects have become our habit and destiny.  It has led to the demise of the natural people and natural areas that thrived here before our culture arrived. 

Cohen’s forty years in natural systems show, and research agrees, that we inherit and contain not just five senses, as Aristotle originally said, but at least 53 inborn natural senses. Cohen identified them in 1990 and in his book Reconnecting With Nature. Each of these senses is a natural love, an attractive connection with natural systems through which we can relate sensibly to the environment and each other.  Doing so helps our thinking and relationships make more sense.

Since 1952 Dr. Cohen has researched, applied, and taught people how to incorporate parts of the Natural Systems Thinking Process into their personal and professional lives. NSTP enables people to rejuvenate their 53 natural senses and restore these senses in their mentality and  interactions.

NSTP is presently part of several accredited, University training courses and degree programs. It has been reviewed and published in professional science and technology, psychology and education journals. It is also available to anybody through books, workshops and the internet. Cohen has written four other books that explore various aspects of it. In this book, we update what you need to know in order to use and teach it on an elementary level. 

NSTP helps us reattach our dismembered 4-leg psyche to its origins in Nature in exactly the same way that a surgeon reattaches a dismembered arm to a person's body. The surgeon brings the arm and body together. This allows nature’s attraction energies to biologically heal the separation as only they can.

The history of NSTP.

In 1959, Dr. Cohen founded a camp and school program based on reconnecting with nature. The National Audubon Society and many others called it the most revolutionary school in America. They said it was on the side of the angels. Participants traveled and thrived by camping out in 83 different natural habitats throughout the seasons. They learned to thoughtfully and feelingly live out their commitment to have open, honest relationships with the natural environment, each other and with indigenous people(s), researchers, ecologists, the Amish, organic farmers, anthropologists, folk musicians, naturalists, shamans, administrators, historians and many others close to the land. The experience deeply reconnected their 53 sense inner nature to its origins and self in the whole of nature.

As a result of the participants' romance with educating themselves this way, in the school community:

Chemical dependencies, including alcohol and tobacco, disappeared, as did destructive social relationships.

Personality and eating disorders subsided

Violence, crime and prejudice were unknown in the group.

Academics improved because they were applicable, hands-on and fun.

Loneliness, hostility and depression subsided. Group interactions allowed for stress release and management; each day was fulfilling and relatively peaceful.

Some students using meditation found they no longer needed to use it. They learned how to sustain a nature-connected community that more effectively helped them increase their resiliency to stress and disease.

Participants knew each other better than they knew their families or best friends. 

Participants felt safe. They risked expressing and acting from their deeper thoughts and feelings. A profound sense of social and environmental responsibility guided their decisions.

When vacation periods arrived, neither staff nor student wanted to go home. Each person enjoyably worked to build this supportive, balanced living and learning utopia. They were home.

Students sought and entered right livelihood professions.

All this occurred simply because every community member made sense of their lives by sustaining supportive, multiple sensory relationships that helped them restore contact with the attractive voice of the natural world within and around them.

The 9-leg secret to each participant's success was to learn how to thoughtfully learn through 4-leg natural sensations and feelings that arose from their newly re-grown sensory roots in ecosystems within and around them. These sensations acted as Nature’s guiding voice. The value and rewards of doing this freed the participants' 53 senses from their bonds to questionable 5-leg stories. It re-bonded them to their 4-leg sense of reason in congress with 52 other rejuvenated natural senses while these senses were connected to their origins in nature. This resulted in consensus based 9-leg thinking, literacy and relating that included information from, and the recycling powers of, natural systems. To many 5-leg thinkers, this sounds crazy, but year after year the beneficial results speak for themselves.

From 30 years of travel and study in over 260 national parks, forests and subcultures, Cohen developed a repeatable learning process and psychology that anyone can use at home, work or school today. It unleashes our suppressed 4-leg ability to grow and survive responsibly with natural systems in ourselves, others and the environment. By documenting that it worked and could be taught, he earned his doctoral degree and the school became a nationally recognized graduate and undergraduate degree program.

From 1985-92, Cohen translated his nature-connected psychology program into NSTP for public use, backyard or backcountry, via the internet or in conjunction with local community members in real time. Through NSTP activities, people thoughtfully recover their natural senses and integrity by sharing their attractions to 5-leg readings and sensory, 4-leg, nature reconnections at home, work or school.  An example of NSTP in action is reported by a student at the end of this introductory material.

Any sane person understands full well that we can’t resolve our unsolvable problems using the same nature disconnected 5-leg thinking that produces them.  The critical contribution of NSTP is that it empowers individuals to create moments that let Earth teach in its sensory voice.  It helps us responsibly unify 5-leg and 4-leg thinking.  This 9-leg unification is a natural, super intelligent way of knowing and relating, a critical, presently missing essence of sustainable living and peace, personally, locally and globally.

NOTE: We have published the essence of this Introduction’s description of NSTP and 9-leg thinking as a single page located in Appendix F. With permission, it may be copied and used from that page as an introduction to methods and materials you may want to distribute in sharing or teaching NSTP.

Identifying four-leg experiences and their value 

If you have ever had a good experience in Nature, you know far more about the Natural Systems Thinking Process (NSTP) than you might care to admit to our nature conquering society. We identify some 4-leg experiences, below because our 5-leg thinking is usually conditioned to overlook their value:

TWO THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

Can you afford to ignore these seldom recognized but well documented phenomena?

Personal or professional relationships that are genuinely connected with Nature are more enjoyable, successful and responsible than those isolated from Nature.

Nature-isolated people suffer from excessive stress, conflict and destructiveness that contact with nature ordinarily helps us recycle back into peaceful and responsibly balanced relationships.

Your experiences in nature can help you validate, explain and benefit from these two phenomena. Too often we take nature’s messages and benefits for granted. For example:

Have you ever:

-wanted to go to a natural outdoor area for your vacation?

-had a good experience in nature that made you feel happier to be alive?

-longed for a livelihood that further contributed to personal and global balance rather than exploited Earth and people?

-noticed that disorders tend to subside and stress fade in Nature?

-loved a pet, plant or place that made life more worthwhile? 

Have you ever:

-treasured a rock, or totem that helped you through troubled times?

- felt greater love for a person or people while in a natural area? Noticed that it is easier to build and sustain relationships there?

- felt, at times, as drawn to Mother Earth as you would a caring human parent that you loved?

- noticed that in nature you can think more clearly?

Have you ever:

-had strong sensations about connections between yourself and nature or earth that you know are real but you can't easily explain?

-felt angry or sad about how we injure or destroy the natural environment and/or its people and diversity?

-noticed that counseling, education and healing are more effective when they include quality time in natural areas?

-discovered new phenomena or senses that connect you with life that are often absent in indoor environments?

Have you ever:

-read the scientific studies that document how reconnecting our thinking and feeling to our psychological and biological origins in nature has beneficial learning, healing, and environmental effects? (Appendix D)

The experience(s) with nature described above, or others you may have had, demonstrate that nature has its own 4-leg healing energies and perfection that attractively register in us because we are part of nature. You did not need special training or books to enjoy these experiences.

Ongoing research (Appendix D) shows that neither nature nor people(s) whose thinking is consciously connected to it, produce the destructive stress, violence and corruption too often found in contemporary society. People in contact with nature recover faster from illness. It also shows that our addictive 5-leg thinking has been trained to downplay the value of our natural system experiences. It often calls them escapes or recreation instead of re-creation.

The Natural Systems Thinking Process in this book empowers you with a teachable tool that safely increases, strengthens and improves these experiences and their benefits. It works well because experience is the best teacher. 

Although we may give Nature lip service, we routinely relate to it as our slave or prisoner. We normally manage, exploit or kill Nature for a profit even while knowing that we are part of it and it is our life support system. We seldom recognize that as part of Nature, we share its natural systems. We learn to take far too lightly that what we do to nature we therefore also do to ourselves.

Our cultural prejudice against Nature often prevents us from validating and celebrating our Nature connected experiences. We fail to recognize them as "in tune" moments, moments when Nature fully touches itself in us, becomes whole, and beneficially registers and purifies its wholeness in our awareness.

Too often, we learn to overlook how nature connected moments make sense, feel attractive and have healing qualities. We seldom acknowledge that because the rewards from these moments are more sensible and powerful than the rewards from our destructive, irrational, psychological additions, the energies in these moments can help us to recycle and transform our destructive attachments into constructive relationships. 

If you could bottle the effects of good moments in nature you could sell the product for a fortune.  NSTP helps you recognize this 5-leg bottling idea as foolishness for with respect to nature, nobody has yet to find a substitute for the real thing and its eons of experience.  To bottle it would be to disconnect it from the integrity of its wholeness and lose what you thought you were bottling.  That’s what many pills, media and technologies are doing now.  That is part of our problem, not its solution.

People who learn and practice the NSTP science of reconnecting our thinking with nature improve personal, professional and environmental wellness and receive many other benefits, too. We invite you to engage in this process through this book and the course it contains including the activities. The best way to learn it is do the book online with us, in community. Enjoy the many new opportunities that present themselves as you do the activities.  Recognize that your socialized tendency is to 5-leg know and understand NSTP and resist doing the activities.  That will get you an “A” for a course that you actually flunk.

One important thing to note about NSTP is that it works well because it is a complete process.  If your 5-leg thinking tells you to ignore or shortcut engaging in part of the process because you already “know” it, your 5-leg thinking is probably misleading you.  For example, you may know how to drive a car, but if you don’t get in the car and drive it to where you want to go, you won’t get there in that automobile.

Although this book teaches you NSTP, part of NSTP is to share with another person what happened when you connected with nature through an activity. You then learn from that person what they liked or found worthwhile in what you shared.  Vice versa, that person sharing with you their results from doing the activity, and your response to them, is equally important. This sharing part of NSTP provides even greater benefits and learning if you are sharing with more that one person, and these people are diverse, and in addition, if one of these people has had some experience with NSTP. When done correctly it enables us to 9-leg connect with natural systems in each other, even though we’ve never met.  We learn to know, trust and love each other through the natural attractions that are us, each other and nature.

The reader should be aware that sharing via email or telephone has proven effective and that through our web site at www.ecopsych.com arrangements can be made to engage in the sharing experience by email.  Sharing is built into the online Orientation Course that this book conveys as well as all our other online courses. Online, it customizes NSTP to address and reconnect the reader’s personal disconnections.

In the essay that follows a Doctoral graduate student, Sarah Edwards, who learned this book’s chapters in an online Orientation Course, describes NSTP from her initial, experiences with it.  What she describes is normal for a course that has been given over 125 times since its inception in 1996.  What she describes has never been a secret for most course interactions, by consent, have been freely quoted and available for public education through our web site and publications.  What is secret, however, is the hidden skeleton in our society and mind. That mental ghost is our unspoken fear of and bigotry against nature, even today after we have all but tamed nature.  The ghost stops people from using NSTP as a sturdy ladder to climb out of the personal and environmental ruts we are in.  This makes Hitler pale in comparison with respect to its disastrous effects upon all of life on Earth. Cohen says nine-leg thinking tells him that the ghost stops us from benefiting from NSTP because the ghost is 4-leg nature within us and it is frightened and furious about our 5-leg thinking painfully putting it in a mental jail for crimes it never committed.  

The Natural Systems Thinking Process:

Mother Nature’s Path to Relief and Release

My adventures with the Project NatureConnect online Orientation Course. 

by Sarah Edwards 

October, 2002

In the early 90’s, the field of ecopsychology rolled onto the map with alarms blazing. A flurry of books by experts from many fields from Jungian analysts like Marion Woodman, to cultural historian Thomas Berry, social historian Theodore Roszak and social biologist E.O. Wilson proclaimed a vital relationship between Nature and our physical, social and psychology well-being. But, the experts despaired, we’ve become so disconnected from this link that both we and the environment are suffering – we in terms of proliferating stress-related disorders; the environment in terms of severe degradation of the ecosystem.

Since that time, despite such protestations, our disconnection from nature has only grown more profound. We work in a "cubicle culture" tethered 24/7 electronically by e-mail and cell phones to our personal and career demands. As a culture, we suffer from more lifestyle-related stress disorders and manmade environmental problems than ever before.

To cope, we pop Paxil, Prozac or Excedrin PM. Americans spend 1.8.billion dollars a year on Paxil alone and anti-depressants are only slightly below blood pressure drugs as the most commonly used medication.

Most people either:

1) Remain unaware that their chronic fatigue, dis-stress, deteriorating or non-existent relationships and loss of community are related to a disconnection from Nature and their own innate biological wisdom – or –

2) Are unable to do anything to change the pace, limitations and pressures of their lives to find less demanding and more harmonious ways to live.

Recently books like Awakening to Nature: Renewing Your Life by Connecting with Nature by Charles Cook have arrived in bookstores. These books suggest that taking Nature breaks and bringing plants into our cubicles can help relieve our frazzled nerves. Unfortunately, while such suggestions may provide temporary relief from a stressful day, they are purely palliative, casting with Nature cast in the role of a warm bath that will make our hassles more tolerable.

We seem helpless to change our fundamentally frazzled lifestyle. Or that’s how it seemed to me before enrolling in one of Dr. Michael Cohen’s online courses, the Natural Systems Thinking Process. Over a series of nine lessons, I learned that Nature can be far more than a respite from our way of life. It can become our guide to a permanent cure.

I began the online nine-week course with a small group of total strangers from across the nation and beyond. Over our weeks together, we participated in a series of Nature Activities pioneered over the last fifty years by Dr. Cohen., a leading authority in applied ecopsychology and author of the book Reconnecting with Nature, and learned that:

1. Nature knows how to operate free of the disorders we suffer from

2. As part of Nature, we too have this capability

3. We can do this by learning to use our innate abilities to think and operate as nature does from natural attractions that link us to all other aspects of life.

4. In this way, nature can become our teacher, showing us in non-verbal but irrefutable terms how to live joyful, fulfilling lives moment by moment.

At the beginning of the course, some of us urbanites questioned whether we would be able to find places to do Nature Activities But we learned otherwise. It’s possible to do Nature Activities whether one live in a Manhattan high rise, suburban condo or mountain chalet. One participant in our group, for example, lives in an inner-city rental in a major metropolitan area in the Southeast. She wrote, "I am having trouble finding many ‘nice’ natural places to go to. I have no forests or windswept beaches or whatever near me."

Upon closer investigation however, she noticed there was an almond tree and several citrus trees in her overgrown backyard. A grape vine grew rampant along the fence and beneath it an ancient vegetable garden created by a previous tenant. Orange flowers poked out above the blades and clumps of grass. Before long she also found herself exploring the dog park where she walked her dog and discovered a lovely stand of salmon-pink eucalyptus trees she’d never noticed before , as well as a nearby golf course. "This was all so far outside of what I’d been thinking of as ‘nature’ that I’d failed to see what was right in front of my nose," she explained.

So, once or twice each week, we shared our experiences in Nature with one another and established a bond none of us would have thought possible among total strangers who still have never met face to face.  During the course, we were all confronted with one or more travails of life: the loss of a job, moments of self-doubt, overwhelming time pressures, the death of loved ones, and career crises. But within a short period of time, we discovered how our growing connection with nature could ease us through unavoidable traumas and help us avoid others all together.

One busy career mother, for example, came into the course feeling stressed and pressed for time. "I have been juggling time ever since my kids were born," she explained. She’d even put off taking the course because she worried how she could add one more thing to her day. But once both her children were both in school, she seized the opportunity,

"So much of my daily interactions are around taking care of others," she wrote later, "especially their pain. Or as a parent dealing with mundane tasks or having to be a disciplinarian. It’s hard to stay in touch with play and humor. "

But this began to change mid-way through the Course during a Nature Activity she did while visiting a friend who owns several acres of wooded property. There she walked to sit by a small pond and was especially attracted to the wind, watching it dance across the shimmering water. It was "playful, joyful," she wrote and suddenly she wanted to make something beautiful. Arranging a broken piece of birch tree limb, some bark with little lichens, a few acorns and a pinecone, she created a thank-you gift on a rock beside the pond for her hostess.

"The important message for me from this experience," she wrote, "is how much I need to revive the playful, joyful, creative parts of myself." Since then, she’s begun making different choices about how to prioritize her time and where to put her energy. In doing this some things may fall by the wayside at times, she finds. The house isn't always as orderly as she’d like. Their meals are more basic. Her garden gets neglected at times and the checkbook isn't balanced every month. But she says, "I am starting to feel better. I have a lot more energy. I’m more interested in my work and I have a deeper connection with my husband and kids."

Another participant was able to put the shock of an unexpected job loss in perspective. The experience had left him extremely drained of energy but while doing a Nature Activity in a nearby park, he experienced both the physical and the mental healing effect of nature.  As he drew near a strand of shade trees, "It quite literally reminded me of being held in my mother’s arms as a very young child," he wrote. "It was as if the area was saying to me; come to me, let me hold you so that you can rest."

He lay down and fell asleep under those trees. When he awoke he "sensed how each thing around me was connected to the others for its survival. We’re all part of Nature, relying on one another. I knew I would be OK even though my job had ended. Change is constant and I’m not going through it alone. The Natural world has been surviving much longer than I have, so why not learn from it?"

Another participant suffered the death of a dear friend, and her cat. On top of that she was accosted on the street. She wrote "I have had a week where my self-esteem hit a low and I was faltering about the reason for being in the world, … the grief and loss had overwhelmed me and I was at my most vulnerable."

But, she found, the Nature-Connecting Activity that week "gave me a sense of self-love and pride in my ability to defend myself. (It) was like having a friend, a very dear friend, hug me warmly … taking away a lot of sadness and pain and shock … reminded(ing) me to trust myself and to keep taking risks in life, no matter how hard it can get … because I have the strength and courage to make it through."

While each week’s activities had specific healing effects on our lives, the cumulative effect was even more far-reaching. Some of us began to re-evaluate our careers, where we lived, our relationships with our loved ones, etc. One participant decided to move to another part of the state where she lived, concluding "I have decided to move interstate to an area that … is more aligned with my values and needs. I have a feeling … I am not in a healthy place. So I will be preparing to move over the next few weeks." She moved before the course was completed.

Another participant explained, "This course helped me grow emotionally over the past couple of months. I gained great joy from the experiences that I have had and shared with my wife. I am less wanting and quite happy most of the time. I have a feeling of calmness which if it leaves I now know how to regain efficiently and effectively through simple reconnection activities. … It gives me hope for the future."

This last comment sums up what I found to be most important thing for me both personally and professionally. On a daily basis we tend to get bogged down in myriads of worries, concerns, fears, habits, and issues that are unappealing, unpleasant and even painful to us. Nonetheless we cling to these stresses, unable to escape them. In psychotherapy and other healing programs, we assume, as helping professionals that we must help people understand and figure out these problems, never considering that we by following our innate natural attractions, as nature does, we can make different choices so we won’t have these stresses in our lives.

Since completing the course, I've faced several upsetting events in my life, but I find I’m handling them quite differently now. Knowing how good I can feel when connected to nature and knowing that I have the choice to feel that way at any time, I'm no longer willing to give that feeling up, even for frightening or unpleasant events. I’ve learned that at any moment we can say  "No, that's not what I want," and by going outside or otherwise connecting with Nature, once again we have a choice no matter, how difficult the situation, to move responsibly toward what attracts us in the moment, trusting ourselves to choose wisely both for myself, the others in our lives life, our community and the natural world around us.

The Natural Systems Thinking Process is a remarkable personal and professional tool that can be used to heal us of a vast variety of lifestyle dis-tresses and the resulting depression, anxiety, and addictions that plague us, and in the process teach us to respect and value, and thereby preserve, the life-giving natural environment around us.
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