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My burning question is: Can we reverse modernity’s trajectory of alienation by 

expanding our consciousness, thereby redefining notions of ‘self’? 

 

 

Abstract:  I will be exploring modernity’s trajectory of alienation from nature. I 

believe that this alienation is notional, that humans are but one manifestation of 

creation, not a separate category of existence. The true alienation therefore is not 

from ‘nature’, it is from our own nature. The conceptual dichotomy imposed on 

reality is a function of the Cartesian subject-object split, which can only be healed 

by a transformation of consciousness. Ego-consciousness, which creates this 

illusion of separateness, must be expanded and ‘self’ must be redefined. If 

humanity is to solve the grave existential problems we face, we must mature and 

evolve. The individual has a crucial role to play, and experiences of unitive 

consciousness are fundamental to dissolving this dualistic split and becoming 

aware of the interconnectedness of all life.    

 

  All life on the planet is from the same source, we are all made of ‘star stuff’, and 

we must develop a resilient worldview that holds all life as sacred.   
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AN EPIPHANY….  The moment of knowing 

 

 

 

I would like to relate a personal experience of an expansion of consciousness. This 

was a feeling of complete oneness, of a deep connection to the universe, which 

utterly changed my understanding of life. I use this anecdote to commence this 

paper for two reasons. Firstly, as an example of the transformation of 

consciousness that is possible, and secondly for the actual content, which was a call 

for wholeness (holiness) and trust in life.  Both of these threads, the transformation 

of consciousness and the quest for wholeness, are what this paper intends to 

discuss, and should be seen as mutually supporting and complementary. 

 

 

Personal experience of a deeper dimension of consciousness is foundational to 

transforming one’s relationship with the world.  This direct personal experience, or 

gnosis, allows us to validate these transformational experiences and provides a 

pivot upon which a new relationship with the world depends. It gives access to new 

orders of knowledge and may lead to insight into the cosmological meaning of one’s 

life. 
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A waking vision came to me one morning, of a magnificent spreading tree and an 

ancient stone tower in an expansive, but curiously minimal, landscape. This 

powerful image repeatedly arose unbidden over several days, provoking my 

curiosity and inviting investigation of its archetypal symbolism. Both the tree and 

the tower are universally symbolic through all ages and stages of the human 

narrative, on the broadest level representing the supposed dualities of nature and 

humankind.  A short while later these two exact symbols were manifested in a 

synchronistic event, in which they presented themselves as the topic of a lecture on 

CG Jung’s relationship to Christian mysticism.1  Compelled to investigate, I decided 

to invite this image to speak using Jung’s method of active imagination, the “active 

evocation of interior images” (Faivre, 2000, p 109).  

 

CG Jung, whose pioneering work on archetypal psychology was based on his 

method and use of active imagination, developed the dialogic method of actively 

engaging with the symbolic contents of the psyche. He developed this shamanic 

process of entering the ‘depths’ as a response to the spontaneous eruption of 

 
1 Julianne MacLean, Open Lecture CCCU, November 16th, 2015 
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unconscious contents that threatened to overwhelm him (Hillman, 1983, p 62). By 

actively engaging with archetypal symbols from the unconscious, active 

imagination has provided modern transpersonal psychology with a profound tool 

for the transformation of consciousness.   Underpinning the Jungian process of 

individuation, or self-actualization, it facilitates the differentiation and integration 

of psychic contents in order to achieve psychological maturity (Hillman 1983, 

pg.81). The practical aspect of this method is that it allows discovery and dialogue 

to occur between the conscious and unconscious of the personal psyche, and 

further, it allows a transpersonal encounter between the psyche and the ‘collective’ 

unconscious (Jung, 1997, p 37). 

 

By stimulating an image or symbol to become dynamic, it “opens up levels of 

reality”, acting in a way as a psychopomp, a guide to these deeper levels of 

consciousness (Tillich, 1955, p 191).  Eminent historian of religions, Mircea Eliade, 

held that the multi-layered depth of a symbol could be likened to entering “a kind 

of stargate, an access point opening out into the infinite, the locus of revelation”  

(Wasserstrom, 1999, p 90).  The following passage is summarized from my earlier 

essay on “Inviting the image to speak”. 

 

This vision of an enormous, canopied tree and a stone tower with no door 
or windows was drawn out onto paper and I then invited the image to 
‘speak’.  After a period of deep contemplation, the image ‘ripened’ and 
certain aspects became animated.  The landscape became ‘alive’, and 
inexplicably the faintest waft of breeze was felt on my cheek, and I smelled 
fresh grass. I felt them to be actual, veridical sense perceptions. This 
aliveness was, needless to say, an extraordinary experience, especially the 
palpable sensory perception. I felt so serene, calmly sitting on my bed yet 
transported to another realm of knowledge, and all senses were at a 
heightened level of awareness. 
 
 
Gradually, the space between the great tree and ancient tower started to 
reveal some kind of emanation. Misty and golden, without the harshness of 
direct sunlight, it seemed to be more of a pulsating glow or aura in the 
center of the landscape. There was a distinct sense of an intelligence 
emerging, an animating presence that was beginning to manifest. The 
tree’s great canopy of leaves began to ‘flitter’, as with a great gust of air. 
Somehow my perception then was inside the windowless tower, with a 
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shaft of faint light coming from above. The tower appeared to have no roof 
and was open to the sky. It is difficult to describe how I was transported 
into the enclosed tower; it was almost as though I had another 
consciousness which was able to be present there as well. In the realm of 
the imagination, space and time do not have the empirical qualities that 
they usually do in the concrete world.  The interior walls of the tower then 
gradually sprouted leaf buds and became covered in the same flittering 
leaves that covered the tree. Clearly this same animating gust of air was 
rustling these sprouting leaves too. My consciousness then returned to its 
original position, between the tree and the tower.  
 
The glowing centre of the image, the space between these two symbols, 
exerted a mesmerizing quality and seemed the locus of this animating 
force. The entire image started rippling, as though seen through a ‘pane’ of 
water onto which something had dropped (… a tear?). It was akin to 
standing at a tidepool, peering through the surface of the water behind 
which the image was located. Concentric ripples moved outward and 
inward, systole and diastole, distorting the image in a very pleasing organic 
way, analogous to the vibration of a string on a lute. It is exceedingly 
difficult to find language for such a non-temporal, non-spacial psycho-
spiritual event, as it felt like I was present in an eternal rhythm, a timeless 
sea of timelessness. A feeling of boundlessness and supreme connection 
prevailed. 
The image spoke. Gently, and quietly: 

 

Why should I fly 

When I can glow 

I am two strings bound together 

(in)dwelling 
I am flow. 

I am the cosmic egg 

Above all…. above nothing 

I am the seed 

Have faith 
(in) creation. 

                                                                                                                  (Pickering, 2016) 

 

 

When the image gradually faded, I was left with an experience of a change of 

consciousness that radically shifted many presuppositions. This profoundly moving 

encounter with the numinous spoke to me of the essential interconnectedness of all 

life, and of the need for trust in the regenerative powers of life itself. It was a call for 

immanence versus transcendence, for relationship and connection, and above all 
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for believing in the creative potentialities of primordial life, that underlying 

property that connects us all. I felt and sensed that this was a profound message of 

cosmic love. 

 

 

This experience of change in consciousness led me to understand something of 

critical importance. Being aware of a change of consciousness led me to question 

the assumption that consciousness just is what it is, quotidian reality, and is only 

that. I became convinced, through this validating experience, that we are able to 

change this thing we call consciousness, it is merely a veil that obscures other 

dimensions.  

 

 

Instantaneously, mental doors sprung open, and I was able to understand with 

perfect clarity how deeply embedded humanity is within nature. More significantly, 

I was able to not just know it cognitively, but to know on a deeply felt, intuitive 

level. I was filled with wonder at the entire experience of oneness and connection, 

which I call ‘unitive consciousness’. Once one has actually experienced this 

profound wonder, one knows that the material world is just one aspect of reality, an 

aspect that interlocks with deeper aspects that are vast and expansive, but 

nonetheless is indivisible from everyday reality. 

 

 

My vision presented the apparent dichotomy of nature (tree) and human (tower), 

and the enigmatic glow that unified them, which called for “faith (in creation)”, in 

other words for “trust in life”. The curious words spoken were reminiscent of the 

ancient Gnostic poem The Thunder, Perfect Mind, the declaration of Sophia from 

the Nag Hammadi texts, in which the paradoxical nature of opposites become 

unified by wisdom (www.gnosis.org). There is insufficient space here for a 

thorough hermeneutics of the symbolism, as there are many layers, but a few 

observations are appropriate:  
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In the vision, the fact that the tower became nature-like, organically sprouting 

leaves and buds, responding to the gust of air, I interpreted as meaning that so-

called duality is just an appearance, that there is no actual division between 

humanity and nature. Human is nature. We are mistaken in thinking there is a 

division, and the underlying assumption that there is even a difference to be unified 

is problematic.  

 

 

This was amplified, in a way, by the rippling effect of the image of tree and tower. 

This ‘lens’ of the water overlaying the image of tree and tower, subtly conveyed the 

idea that there is an overlay to reality. That the way we see is but a lens, which we 

see through. Another way of saying this is that the vision was trying to show that 

what we appear to be seeing is an illusion and that the dichotomy is a conceptual 

overlay, imposed upon reality by our everyday, or ego-consciousness. Perception by 

consciousness of consciousness is a conceptual separation of the individual and the 

world, the so-called subject-object split, which we are realizing is an erroneous 

notion (Capra, 2003, p 56).  This perception, or ego-consciousness, is the lens that 

we see through, and is causing us to experience alienation and its drastic 

consequences (Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 161). The roots and ramifications of this 

will be examined further. 

 

 

This theophanic experience was a clarion call to shift from dualistic perception of 

reality to a unitary worldview, as the call for relatedness and connection was 

unmistakable. In recent years, I have heard this call many different times in the 

form of dreams, synchronicities, intuitions, and artistic impulses from the 

unconscious, which I recognize as expressions of the archetypal pattern of unity or 

wholeness. Jung called this primordial pattern the Self, the central orienting point 

of the psyche (Edinger, 1973, p 3).  
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Initially, I understood these archetypal representations from purely a personal 

perspective, as my own psyche calling for personal healing and integration. 

Through reflection and contemplation, and indeed actively listening to the world, I 

have come to understand these events as part of a much wider collective call for 

balance and wholeness, a restoration of the sacred in humanity’s relationship with 

nature.  

 

 

Like many others, I am deeply affected by the trajectory of our alienation from 

nature… from our own nature. It seems that I am synchronistically experiencing 

this collective call for alignment between the inner and outer worlds, and between 

humankind and nature, in the archetypal patterning of events mentioned.2  

Throughout this paper, I will be looking at the nature of consciousness, modernity’s 

alienation and some practical responses to expanding awareness. 

 

 

 

 
2 2 Jung developed the deeply radical concept of synchronicity early on in his career but withheld public disclosure 
for many years. Collaborating with the eminent physicist, Wolfgang Pauli, it describes the interpenetration of 
matter and spirit. Synchronicity denotes a worldview based on the co-arising of matter and psyche, connected not 
through causality but through meaning. Jung extended this further into his proposition of the psychoid nature of 
reality, a psychophysical phenomenon. 
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INTRODUCTION: WORLD IN TRANSITION 

 

                                    

Cyclopticon 2, 2003 Fred Tomaselli 
Photo collage, leaves, acrylic & resin on panel 

 

 

 

Alienation and the transformation of consciousness is a prodigious topic, it is 

impossible for me to cover every aspect of it. Therefore, within the context of this 

paper, I address only those areas in which I have had some personal experience 

and those that enliven me persoanlly. Due to lack of space, I am unable to explore 

how mythological thinking and the creative imagination intersect with 

transformation of consciousness and the attendant transformation of society.  

 

The first section of this paper addresses modernity’s trajectory of alienation. I will 

look at the evolution of consciousness, the ego as a developmental tool that gave 
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humanity significant advantages over other species. I suggest it has now become a 

mental prison for us, leading us to behaviors that are gravely damaging our planet. 

 

Next, we look beyond the ego perspective to knowledge and forms of consciousness 

that recognize our deep interconnectedness to the entirety of life. There are deeper 

dimensions to reality that can be accessed through ‘unitive consciousness’. There 

are also wider ramifications to an individual’s quest for wholeness, or 

individuation, which ripple outwards to society. 

 

From anthropology, I will then explore a fascinating metaphor for society’s 

‘psycho-spiritual illness of the soul’, called wetiko by the Algonquin people. This 

‘malignant egophrenia’ is a portrait of the ego unchained, a chilling view of where 

modernity’s trajectory of alienation might be headed. This is echoed in 

McGilchrist’s picture of a world in which the left hemisphere’s agenda is 

hegemonic. 

 

As an antidote to alienation and psychological diseases, I address connection and 

love as important vehicles for transformation. The experience of connection with 

the world is profoundly life changing and helps restore a sense of the sacred. We 

urgently need to develop a new ‘biophilic’ mythos that holds all life above 

commodification and commercialization. 

 

Then I look briefly at selected historical and indigenous examples of ‘unitive’, or 

non-dual, consciousness, such as Neoplatonism, alchemy, and igiwara, the unitary 

worldview of indigenous peoples.  Synchronicity, which is Jung’s modern 

conceptualization of a unitary worldview, is an attempt to heal the perceived split 

between matter and spirit. Unfortunately, this radical and far-reaching concept 

deserves far attention than I am able to devote here.  

 

Further, I consider evidence of change in contemporary society. Are we stuck on 

the same destructive trajectory or are there signs of ‘world renewal’? There is scant 

research on the direction of spiritual change in Western society, but there are 
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glimmerings of hope. I cover a few practical examples of techniques that may help 

raise conscious awareness such as active imagination and empathetic exercises 

such as The Council of All Beings (Macy, 1991). Another method of accessing 

unitive consciousness is via entheogenics, or hallucinogens, where new research is 

being conducted. 

 

The concluding section is my effort to weave as many of these strands together as is 

possible. I have included as an appendix, one of Plotinus’ exercises in spiritual 

imagination, which I invite you to try. 

 

My primary academic frame of reference is from a Jungian or transpersonal 

understanding of ego and the all-embracing nature of psyche, though I have also 

incorporated personal reflexive narrative, and empirical evidence. I believe that 

this relatively eclectic approach is appropriate for a topic that straddles all three 

orders of knowledge: scientific, philosophic and religious (Milne, 2013, p 11). I 

found that understanding my own transformation of consciousness couldn’t be 

tackled ‘head on’ in a linear way but seemed best approached from many different 

angles.  

 

 

In considering the modern mind’s alienation from Nature and the possibility of 

reversing our current trajectory through the transformation of consciousness, I 

suggest the problem is rooted in an outmoded concept of ‘self’ or ego-

consciousness.3 The ego is an evolutionary development that allows us to 

understand ourselves as separate and autonomous. I believe that this alienation is 

notional, that humans are but one manifestation of creation, not a separate 

category of existence. The true alienation therefore is not from ‘nature’, it is from 

our own nature. The conceptual dichotomy imposed on reality is a function of the 

Cartesian subject-object split, which can only be healed by a transformation of 

 
3 For clarity, throughout this text I will apostrophize the word ‘self’ when referring to it in its common usage as 
ego-consciousness; and Self, capitalized, when referring specifically to Jung’s concept of the universal, ordering 
centre of psyche. 
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consciousness. Ego-consciousness, which creates the illusion of separateness, must 

mature if we are to come up with solutions to the grave existential problems we 

face. The individual has a crucial role to play, and these experiences of  ‘unitive 

consciousness’ are fundamental to becoming aware of the interconnectedness of all 

life.    

 

  All life on the planet is from the same source, we are all made of the same 

elements, and we must develop a resilient worldview that holds all life as sacred.   

 

I suggest that we need to re-evaluate our present limited definition of ‘self’ to 

include a much broader, embracing notion, one that encompasses all life and the 

more-than-human world (Abram, 1996).  This more comprehensive idea of ‘self’ 

must dissolve the misguided Cartesian objectification of the world, erasing the 

divide between nature and human, to re-establish a unified understanding of 

humankind and the natural world as deeply and irrevocably intertwined.  

 

This objectification of the world is highly problematic and has brought us to the 

cusp of annihilation. ‘Us’ in this sense includes all beings, human and more-than-

human, a term used by philosopher David Abram (1996). Can we, through the 

experience of ‘unitive consciousness’, which is the deep sense of love and 

interconnectedness with all beings, reconnect our conscious mind to a deeper 

dimension of what it means to be alive?  As one species amongst many, it is time 

for homo sapiens to ‘grow up’, for our morality and consciousness are intended to 

not just keep pace with the escalating rate of technological power, which is 

exponential, but to evolve and liberate the fullness of our true potential. A sobering 

warning from Jung delineates the problem: 

 

“A mood of world destruction and world renewal has set its mark on our 

age… The evolution of our consciousness and morality has failed to keep 

pace with science/technology and social progress. …. [Each individual] is a 

make-weight that tips the scales… that infinitesimal unit on whom a whole 

world depends, and in whom, if we read the meaning of the Christian 
message aright, even God seeks his goal.” (Jung, 1957) 
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Carl Gustav Jung’s words resonate clearly with me as they are still pertinent 60 

years later, capturing the contemporary dilemma of humankind with technological 

powers of the gods but with reptilian emotional maturity.  As we experience the 

reality of environmental degradation, climate change and severe species loss, all 

predicted decades ago, it is clear our relationship with nature is in acute crisis and 

that nothing short of a radical change in consciousness will save us. I believe that 

the trajectory of humankind’s development is in the hands of each individual. 

 

 

Jung wrote these sobering words after experiencing two of the most convulsive 

upheavals of his generation: the devastating conflagrations which confronted 

Western civilization with the manifest presence of evil, coupled with the emergence 

of technological powers with destructive potential never before witnessed.  

 

Deeply concerned with humanity’s fate, Jung urges each of us to consider our 

responsibility in restoring our own relationship with the sacred, in which he 

included the more-than-human world. The march of secularism and the hegemony 

of scientific materialism, or the disease of literalism, have continued unabated into 

our present time leading to extreme alienation, profound dissociation and the loss 

of a living mythos which had anchored generations of people and cultures before 

us.  

 

 

We seem to be shortsighted about the consequences of our selfish behavior. Why 

do our leaders not have more of a sense of urgency about the environmental 

catastrophe we are facing? Can we re-learn ways of inhabiting the world that do not 

diminish the status of nature? How do we reconnect our conscious mind to deeper 

dimensions of soul? These are the questions that have called out to me and demand 

a response. I turn to Jung to shed light on these critical issues as he too, was 

energized by a world in crisis.  
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According to Chinese saying, in every crisis there is also opportunity to think anew, 

to re-evaluate the status quo, and inevitably to make pivotal change. Unfortunately, 

contemporary society is set up for change to be crisis-dependent, so we hobble 

from catastrophe to catastrophe, not an ideal way of making long-term decisions.  

Like Jung, I too care deeply about nature, humanity, and about the state of our 

collective soul. Throughout his voluminous writings, deeply scholarly and broad 

ranging, he exhibits a prescience in which profound illumination is often 

discovered.  

 

 

Drawing on Jung’s pioneering work in archetypal psychology, as well as those that 

have extended it in transpersonal and consciousness research, I will look at 

concepts of ego, Self and the collective unconscious, together with his radical ideas 

about the psychoid nature of reality, called synchronicity. Jung’s synchronistic 

worldview has found affirmation in new scientific theories of ‘creative emergence’ 

(Capra, 2003, p 36).  

 

 

One view of the epistemic nature of this alienation comes from neuroscience. I will 

be looking closely at Iain McGilchrist’s paradigm-changing work The Master and 

His Emissary (2009), taking as a starting point his observation that “we are, 

literally, partners in creation” (2009, p 5).4 By this he means that how we attend to 

reality changes that reality, which in turn changes us. This is beautifully illustrated 

by MC Escher’s image of two hands drawing each other into reality.  

 

 

 
4 The Master and his Emissary refers to a story related by Nietschze: There once was a wise 
spiritual master, the ruler of a small but prosperous domain. As his city flourished, he needed the 
help of his trained emissaries to see to matters in far-flung corners. Not just a matter of being 
unable to attend to all the details of running this domain, as he wisely saw, he needed to keep a 
distance from such concerns. Eventually, his cleverest and most trusted vizier began to see himself 
as the master, regarding the master’s temperance and forbearance as weakness, not wisdom. The 
emissary usurped his master, the domain became a tyranny and eventually collapsed in ruins. 
Excerpted from p 14. 
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                                           MC Escher, Drawing hands, 1948 Lithograph 

 

 

 

Deeply erudite and trans-disciplinary, McGilchrist’s seminal work examines how 

the two cranial hemispheres each attend to reality in a different way and have 

distinctly different agendas. Based on advances in neuroscience research and brain 

imaging, he asserts that we are currently experiencing a dangerously imbalanced 

dominance of the left hemisphere.  This book woke me up to a valuable framework 

for understanding how the world is becoming unmoored from core human values 

of compassion, justice, and love. It made a powerful argument for the life affirming 

wonders of creativity and imagination, and humanity’s need for a new mythos.  

 

 McGilchrist observes that in the absence of a living mythos, we automatically 

default to a mechanistic worldview.  This one-eyed, reductionist way of thinking 

has led to multiple concurrent crises, manifested in the loss of the sense of the 

sacred. I will be examining how the underlying alienation of the modern mind is 

the legacy of a durable and pervasive Newtonian/Cartesian dualistic worldview 

with its subject-object split (McGilchrist, 2009, p 441).  The myth of the universe as 

a piece of mechanical clockwork, enabled us to reduce nature to merely a ‘stockpile 

of resources’, to be vandalised in the never-ending pursuit of economic growth.    
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Discussing this existential challenge to our very survival that no previous human 

beings even had to consider, Mary Evelyn Tucker and Brian Swimme pose this 

question, in The Journey of the Universe: “How are we to make decisions that will 

benefit an entire planet for the next several millennia?” (2011, p 101) Given the 

epistemological corner we have painted ourselves into, clearly, we need a new 

ontological framework and perhaps the current crises will provide the necessary 

psychic energy to overcome the paralysis and passivity. 

 

 

Not for the first time in cosmological history, but now with unparalleled urgency, 

humankind must look deeply into the mirror and face up to the consequences of 

how we attend to the world. We must retrain our focus, with both eyes wide open, 

to understand the depth of our alienation and its unintended consequences. Our 

insatiability and restlessness must be reckoned with if we are not to destroy this 

world upon which we depend. 
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WHAT IS OUR TRAJECTORY? 

 

 

 

 

I am proposing that the idea of our trajectory of alienation from nature is in fact 

alienation from our own nature. In order to understand this, I will briefly cover the 

evolution of consciousness, and how our current definition of ‘self’ is preventing us 

from seeing ourselves as an embedded part of nature. 

 

Our archaic ancestors probably experienced little distinction between themselves 

and the natural world. In fact, they did not experience themselves per se, as the 

self-reflecting consciousness is a relatively recent development (McGilchrist, 2009, 

p 87).  Around 100,000 years ago the human species made an enormous 

evolutionary development, that of symbolic consciousness.5 This allowed us to hold 

mental images and engage in reflection and manipulation of signs, leading to 

behavioral flexibility rather than purely instinctual responses (Tucker & Swimme, 

2011, p 85). Then with the development of symbolic language came the ability to 

externalize consciousness and the beginnings of human culture.  

 

 

 
5 Symbolic consciousness: “the awareness of events where their meaning goes beyond sensory contents” 
www.psychologydictionary.org 
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As philosopher philanthropist Peter Baumann notes, in his excellent survey of the 

ego through the lens of 9/11 events, “the history of civilization is a natural history of 

the ego: dominance, control, power struggles” (Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 145).  At 

the beginnings of civilization, around 50,000 years ago, we developed the ability to 

form concepts, which led to profound evolutionary development: the concept of a 

separate ‘self’, or ego. This emerging faculty allowed for the creation of more 

sophisticated tools, art, social structures, and truly reflective thinking. These were 

adaptive behaviors instead of just instinctive ones. Our earliest ancestors were then 

able to form intellectual representations of themselves, to consider the feelings of 

others, and to imagine the future and their own death. With these new empathetic 

and imaginative faculties came the intellectual concepts that helped us develop 

complex societies and religious beliefs (Tucker & Swimme, 2011, p 89). 

 

Our relationship with the world is predicated on how we see ourselves, on how we 

define ‘self’.  Jung defined the ego as being the totality of all we know on the 

conscious level, “the necessary subjective factor without which the field of 

consciousness would not exist” (Aziz, 1990, p 19). Jung’s model of the psyche went 

further with his explorations of the ‘depths’: the inner world of the personal 

unconscious and the collective unconscious, that vast primordial repository of 

humanity’s totality of experience. He also looked at the process of self-

understanding, the coming to psychological maturity, which he called 

individuation. This process seeks to integrate unconscious contents into the 

conscious personality and is paradoxically both a process of integration as well as 

differentiation (Aziz, 1990, p 21). It is the mysterium coniunctionis of the 

alchemists, the alignment of opposites, particularly of our inner and outer worlds 

(Edinger, 1994, p 10). 

 

As Jung observed regarding our world in transition, the evolution of our 

consciousness hasn’t kept pace with technological abilities. Witness our titanic 

power now to wreak destruction on the world and each other, via ecological 

disaster and nuclear weapons. Jung was influenced by Ernst Haeckel’s ideas about 

evolutionary biology, phylogenetics, and he posited that human consciousness is 
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also evolving in a similar fashion to the different species. Where Haeckel 

demonstrated the phylogeny of biological forms, Jung showed us the phylogeny of 

spirit (Breidbach in Haeckel, 1998, p 14) with his discovery of the primordial 

nature of the archetypes and the collective unconscious. This ancient well of 

knowledge is the repository of all human experience and development from 

millions of years being on earth (Tucker & Swimme, 2011, p 90).  

 

Whilst biological evolution has obvious constraints in that it is forced by a slow 

process to evolve over generations, evolution of consciousness is capable of 

transforming radically given the right circumstances. Anne Baring writes that our 

ego-consciousness is an absolute newcomer in evolutionary terms. If the entire 

formation of life in the universe took place in a 24 hr period, our reflective 

consciousness would be appearing at one second to midnight! (Baring, 2013, p 

194). 

 

 Baumann and consciousness researcher, Michael Taft, suggest that the ego has 

outlived its usefulness as an evolutionary tool, and become instead a form of 

mental prison.  They argue compellingly that the ego is our greatest cognitive bias, 

an ‘optical illusion’ of self-representation that causes us to experience ourselves as 

“separate, alone, and at the centre of the universe” (Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 160).6 

This is fully supported by McGilchrist’s research and, surprisingly, is taken up in 

the words of Albert Einstein:  

 

“A human being is part of a whole, called by us ‘universe’, a part limited in 
time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as 

something separated from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of his 

consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our 

personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task 

 
6 There are many known cognitive biases, which are evolutionary adaptive responses. Basically, they 
are cognitive shortcuts, or patterns of deviation, that we have developed to make efficient decisions for 
survival purposes. They are conceptual overlays to cognizance of reality that distort or bias information 
(Baumann & Taft, 2011). An example of a cognitive bias is belief bias – when one evaluates the logical 
strength or weakness of an argument, based upon an existing belief about the falsity or truth of the 
conclusion. 

 



 22 

must be to free ourselves from this prison” (in Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 
183). 

 
 

Einstein was calling for a re-evaluation of ego-consciousness, to liberate ourselves 

from the mental cage in which we habitually reside, and to do the hard work 

necessary to expand our consciousness. He seems to echo Jung’s words in placing 

responsibility upon each of us to evolve and broaden our conscious awareness.  

 

This delusion of consciousness seems to place us in a separate category to nature 

but is a grave epistemological mistake that has actually caused an alienation of 

humanity from its own nature. Thomas Metzinger, brain researcher and 

philosopher, also notes the hallucinatory nature of the ego, saying “the ego is a 

transparent mental image: You, the physical person as a whole, look right through 

it. You do not see it. But you see with it” (in Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 160, Author’s 

italics). The grounds for this alienated way of considering ourselves in relation to 

the world were amplified by the intellectual developments of the so-called 

Enlightenment of the 17th century.  

 

 Descartes’ philosophical assertions and Newtonian physics had an extraordinarily 

powerful effect on thinking and behavior, leading to the objectification of the 

world.  Descartes tried to demonstrate that the embodied world of the senses was 

suspect that the world was pure representation, validated only by cognition. The 

senses and the body, the flow of time and imagination, were all to be doubted. In 

fact, doubt was the cornerstone of his philosophy (Arendt, 1958, p 242). Hannah 

Arendt claims that Descartes’ philosophical views spawned two nightmares: first, 

that “reality, the reality of the world as well as of human life, is doubted”; second, 

the general loss of certainty when neither senses, common sense, nor reason can be 

trusted, leads to a loss of faith in goodness and God. “Doubting, at least, was 

certain and real” (Arendt, 1958, p 277). 

 

McGilchrist notes the pathological tendencies of the Cartesian worldview, seeing it 

as not only displaying the attributes of (malfunctioning) left hemisphere 
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dominance, but of schizophrenic thinking (2009, p 332).7  The trends of our 

contemporary technological thinking, such as excessive detachment and hyper-

rationality, have only amplified these distressing tendencies of alienated and 

alienating behavior. As this trajectory of alienation from our own nature continues, 

we find ourselves in a precarious existential crisis. Thankfully, there are signs that 

we are on the verge of releasing ourselves from this Cartesian nightmare (Capra, 

2003, p 29). 

 

This split view, or dualistic consciousness, is mirrored on a neurological level in the 

very way our brain has evolved, having two lateral hemispheres divided by the 

corpus callosum. McGilchrist’s seminal work maps the last several centuries of 

Western civilization’s periods of balance and imbalance of hemispheric 

predominance. He has proposed that each of the two hemispheres have a great deal 

of overlap in function, but radical differences in how they perceive the world.   By 

necessity, only a brief picture is possible here of the differences between the 

agendas of the right and left hemispheres: 

 

The left hemisphere tends to representation, seeing the world in reductive, rational 

terms. It is attracted to machine and tool coding, preferring the explicit, categorical 

and systematic, its reach is grasping and manipulative. It doesn’t ‘get’ humor, 

irony, metaphor or symbolic thinking. It is the archly reductive materialist, whose 

role is that of the technocrat, seeing the world as what through the lens of utility. 

McGilchrist describes the ‘self-invented, self-enclosed’ space as a ‘Hall of Mirrors’ 

the left hemisphere has created, self-consciousness continually reflecting upon 

itself (2009, p 32-93). The governing principle of the left hemisphere is division, 

which allows it to manipulate and utilize discrete things (2009, p 137).  

 

In contrast, the right hemisphere is open to the ambiguous, the symbolic and the 

new. It appreciates nuance, the contextual and metaphorical. Ontologically 

 
7 McGilchrist shows the correlation between an abnormally functioning left hemisphere and the 
experience of schizophrenia: “divorce from the body, detachment from human feeling, the separation of 
thought from action in the world, concern with clarity and fixity, the triumph of representation over 
what is present to sensory experience, reduction of time to a succession of atomistic moments, and its 
tendency to reduce the living to the devitalized and the mechanical” (2009, p 335). 
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primary, the right hemisphere is the ‘Master’, the primary integrator of reality, 

which first apprehends a new experience, and then grounds and contextualizes it 

after processing by the left. Attuned to connection, relatedness, the right 

hemisphere sees the world as flow, rather than a series of atomized, static 

moments. It sees the world as how and its primary attribute is the tendency 

towards connection and integration (2009, p 32-93). 

 

McGilchrist’s proposition is that we are currently experiencing a period of 

unparalleled left hemisphere dominance, with predictable alienating tendencies. 

He draws a picture of ‘insouciant optimism, a sleepwalker whistling a happy tune 

as he stumbles towards the abyss’ (2009, p 237). Clearly deeply unconscious, the 

‘Emissary’ doesn’t know what he doesn’t know, as ‘it makes a wonderful servant, 

but a very poor master’ (2009, p 437). The Master and His Emissary is essentially 

a plea for humanity to heal itself. It is vitally important that we restore balance to 

our way of relating to the world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TURNING BEYOND ‘SELF’: Seeing ourselves as part of nature                                 
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Why is it so important to change our thinking? Albert Einstein, whose creative 

genius resided in the remarkable use of his imagination and not solely the use of 

his intellect, said that it is only when we change our thinking that we will be able to 

change our behavior (Fideler, 2014, p 246). Our behavior is leading us to 

environmental catastrophe, the roots of which have been identified as a spiritual 

crisis. Matthew Fox, theologian who developed the radically inclusive form of 

Christianity called Creation Spirituality, notes:  

 

“Humankind has been involved in a gross de-sacralization of this planet, of 

the universe, and of our own souls for the last three hundred years. Here lies 

the origin of our ecological violence. Can we recover the sense of the 

sacred?” (1996, p 207) 
 

From the Enlightenment on, we have habitually regarded the universe as a 

machine, an empty void composed of dead matter. Consequently, by de-animating 

and objectifying the cosmos, it is but then a small step to deem nature mere object, 

a resource to be used and abused, in Heidegger’s words ‘an ever-ready stockpile’ 

from which we can continually draw (Foltz, 1995, p 8)8. This disconnection is 

systemically embedded and institutionalized into all the social structures we have 

built: our materialistic culture, religions, and political and economic ideologies, 

and even our language (Milne, 2008, p 64). This is the fundamental mistake in our 

thinking, to regard ourselves as in any way separate to the natural world, for we are 

made of the same elements, we are ‘star stuff’ (ARAS, 2010, p 18).  

 

 
8 Heidegger, philosopher and phenomenologist, wrote passionately about the status of “nature” and 
developed a philosophy that embraced both humanity and nature in one vision. Heidegger’s thought 
made significant contributions to environmental philosophy and ethics and has great affinity with deep 
ecology and ecological holism. He worked on developing an ontology of nature and held that the 
environmental crisis required humanity to restore the primacy of the poetic in order to “learn how to 
inhabit the earth rightly” (Foltz, 1995).  
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 “The deep truth about matter, which neither Descartes nor Newton 

realized, is that, over the course of four billion years, molten rocks 

transformed themselves into monarch butterflies, blue herons and the 

exalted music of Mozart. Ignorant of this stupendous process, we fell into 
the fantasy that our role here was to re-engineer inert matter” (Tucker & 

Swimme, 2011, p 106). 

 
 

 

In the last few decades, with the work being done in ‘complexity theory’, science is 

gradually communicating the higher order realization that matter is expressed as a 

creative self-organizing dynamic, fully embedded in an organic geologic time 

(Tucker & Swimme, 2011, p 107).  

 

 

This ‘newfound’ understanding of the creative intelligence of the universe, gives us 

a compelling vision of our utter interconnectedness.  Complexity theory is a view of 

the cosmos that actually has ancient antecedents, such as Plato’s myth of the World 

Soul (in the Timaeus). It also clues us in to the trajectory of evolution, which is 

heading toward ever-greater conscious awareness. As a result of this new scientific 

knowledge, we learn that the entire planet is an organic system, full of entangled 

processes and dynamics (Capra, 2003, p 28).  
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If we can experience the world as an intelligent animated entity, we can transcend 

antiquated notions of the mechanical universe as an empty, dead void, the basis of 

our subject-object split. This experience is called unitive or ‘participatory 

consciousness’, it is the sense of being interconnected and interwoven on a 

profound level to all of the cosmos.   

 

Pioneer psychologist, Abraham Maslow writes of these unitive experiences, which 

he terms ego-transcending peak experiences, declaring there is an identification of  

“the perceiver and the perceived, a fusion of what was two into a new larger whole, 

a super-ordinate unit” (1968, p 79).  This sense of flowing into a greater whole gives 

us a durable experiential platform upon which we can make the transformational 

shift in our thinking and behavior, which has led to such a parlous disregard for 

nature.  

 

To feel as one with the whole of creation enables an individual to re-establish a 

relationship with the divine, hence these experiences are critical to our survival and 

that of other species. When we can recognize that we are all part of an 

interconnected, animated universe, full of life and wonder, we will better 

understand humankind’s place within it (Fideler, 2014, p 47).  

 

Far from being seven billion separate ‘selfs’, we are one vast interconnected 

network of organic activity. Each individual person is in fact made up of millions of 

interacting microbial organisms and interconnecting systems (Capra, 2003, p 10). 

To reflect this deeper understanding of what we are, we need new definitions of 

‘self’, expanded notions that must reflect our embeddedness in the natural world. 

These new notions of ‘self’ will enable us to develop spiritual practices that include 

the more-than-human world, that regard all life as sacred, so together we can find 

solutions to the huge challenges ahead. 

 

New definitions of ‘self’ are possible when we open the way to acknowledging that 

the ego or ‘self’ is arbitrary and culturally constructed. As we have seen, our current 

concept of the isolated ‘self’ has very limited validity as we all arise from “an ocean 
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of experience and understanding acquired by our species as a whole” (Tucker & 

Swimme, 2011, p 90).  

 

Joanna Macy, ecologist and philosopher, writes that our concept of ‘self’ is an 

arbitrary cultural construction and open to reconstruction or redefinition. She also 

observes a transition taking place, a ‘greening of the self’, which is positive change 

(Macy, 1991, p 183). She talks of expanding our conceptions of ‘self’ to embrace the 

more-than-human world, an exercise in transpersonal empathy. From a Buddhist 

stance, she advocates an evolution from a state of unformed immature ‘ego-

consciousness’ to developing a more integrative understanding of the world and 

our place in it.  Later, I will be describing her practical programs helping people 

reconnect to the larger identification of ‘self’. 

 

Discussion of ego-dissolution raises important questions. Wouldn’t this entail a 

dissolving of our identity?  Wouldn’t we become ‘less than” ourselves? Perhaps our 

ego would become a diffused blur, submerged in the vast collective ocean of 

unconsciousness. Undoubtedly, from the perspective of the ego, a unitary 

consciousness would represent a symbolic death, and would entail a sense of loss. 

In Jung’s final work, the Mysterium Coniunctionis (CW vol 14) he writes “the 

experience of the Self is always a defeat for the ego” (in Edinger, 1994, p 97).  

However, this so-called defeat for the ego is an integral part of the ongoing process 

of individuation.  

 

In the journey of self-understanding, we become more ourselves, not less, through 

this process of differentiation and integration (Maslow, 1958, p 235).  This is also 

borne out by findings in the field of systems theory, first developed by Gregory 

Bateson in the 1960’s, as the view of mind and consciousness not as things, but as 

processes. The systems viewpoint advances the idea that the wider arcs and 

patterns in which we all participate actually demand and require difference, not 

sameness (Capra, 2003, p 29) (Macy, 1991, p 191). 
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Raising our consciousness through personal growth is more than just a moral 

responsibility. I believe it is simply following the inevitable course of humanity’s 

evolutionary river, bringing us to a greater development of our full potential. 

 

 This taking up of ethical responsibility is the mature response to one’s sense of 

being a participant in not just human society, but in all of created life. The great 

Christian mystic, Hildegard of Bingen, refers to this saying “There is a web of 

justice between humanity and all other creatures” (Fox, 1996, p 209).  This ‘web of 

justice’ is analogous to Jung’s belief that each individual is a ‘makeweight’, as each 

member of society evolves, the constitution or substance of the collective does too. 

Roberto Mangabeira Unger, leading philosopher and political thinker, in The 

Religion of the Future, likewise affirms that “the less we have advanced the 

collective project, the greater is the burden placed on the personal endeavor” 

(Unger, 2014, p 435).  

 

This ethical responsibility means that we have a duty to act. Plato made this duty 

clear in his Allegory of the Cave, “they [the enlightened philosophers] must be 

made to descend again among the prisoners in the den and partake of their labors 

and honors” (Republic, VII. 514-517). After participating in revelation, the 

philosopher must bring the knowledge and insights learned back to the profane 

world, in order to make it a more perfect society for all. For Plato, one of Western 

civilization’s canonical thinkers, the essential themes of justice and the good were 

foundational to his philosophical explorations (Milne, 2013, p 19).  

 

 

Macy and Norwegian ecologist philosopher, Arne Naess, declare that the moral 

imperative as a call for environmental action is both ineffectual and boring (Macy, 

1991, p 191). They argue that by expanding ‘self’ to include the more-than-human 

world the moral issue becomes moot, that one will act towards non-human species, 

as though they were one’s ‘self’. This is basically the Golden Rule, a primary tenet of 

all world religions, expressed in Christianity as “Do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you”. If we can expand our idea of ‘self’ to include all species, we will 
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naturally treat them the way we would wish to be treated, with compassion and 

respect.  

 

This moral dimension to how our consciousness impacts on the wider world, is 

known as the ‘tropological turn’ (Voss, 2009, p 12). This is the individual’s response 

to entering into the deeper meaning of symbolic images and experiences. It is a 

spiritual turn inwards, and by fully acknowledging that images are “powers with 

claims” we are able use these insights to change our attitudes and behaviors 

(Hillman, 1983, p 60). This is one of the reasons why our default to the machine-

based mythos is so depleting spiritually, as it provides no entree to the world of 

images and symbols, historically our greatest sources of psychological and spiritual 

nourishment. 

 

As one attains alignment of inner and outer worlds through the process of 

individuation, one is better able to discern manifestations from the collective 

unconscious and to respond appropriately to them. In synchronistic terms, if but 

one individual is able to raise constellated archetypal contents into consciousness, 

they thereby change the whole patterning and how the archetype is manifested in 

the outer world (Aziz, 1990, p 207). So one individual’s inner work may have 

significance far beyond their imagining.  The individual’s journey toward their 

psychological wholeness has an extension into society at large and can be 

considered as evolutionary. As Aziz puts it “the unfoldment of the individuation 

experience of a single person is actually synchronistically linked to the collective 

destiny of a social group” (1990, p 203).  

 

Change on the collective level is so incrementally minute as to be sometimes 

imperceptible, however change is aggregated, and one has only to take a broader 

perspective to validate this observation. The ultimate stage of individuation is 

alignment between consciousness and the collective unconscious, enlarging our 

conscious awareness and “decreasing the intensity of the ego complex”, which then 

recedes to allow centrality of the Self (von Franz, 1997, p 148).  

 



 31 

We have further to go in our development, and we must urgently explore creative 

ways in which we may avert ‘death of the anthropocene’ by transforming 

consciousness (Foster, 2010).  We must come up with mature responses to these 

huge complex problems that cannot be solved by ideologies, religions, or 

technology alone.  It’s self-evident that the kind of thinking that precipitated this 

crisis, cannot be the kind of thinking that will provide meaningful solutions. A 

purely reductionist, rationalist approach will not suffice. 

 

 

 

WETIKO, PSYCHOSPIRITUAL DISEASE OF THE SOUL  

 

“the most powerful weapon ever devised by nature: the conscious 

mind.” (Jung, 1971, p 502) 

 

An individual’s experience of unitive consciousness is vitally important as it is 

profoundly transformative. This personal experience is the hinge upon which hangs 

a whole new way of perceiving the world. An experience of this kind completely 

shifts our epistemological foundations and gives rise to appreciation of other orders 

of knowledge, such as the spiritual and philosophical (Milne, 2013, p 11). In 

Eliade’s words it is a stargate, as it gives some kind of access to the ineffable, the 

boundlessness and mystery of our primordial connection to life.  

 

In contrast, we must consider the frightening implications of what may happen if 

we do NOT recognize and take on the task of shifting our consciousness.  
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Let us picture the ego set free from all ethical limits and social mores, completely 

unable to feel empathy or compassion, driven by a ruthless desire for more and 

more and more: money, power, status, luxury, control over others. This rapacious 

attitude of rampaging selfishness, unfettered greed, desire for power and 

supremacy over others can be seen metaphorically as a form of spiritual 

cannibalism.  

 

The Algonquin people call this phenomenon wetiko, describing a literal form of 

flesh-eating cannibalism. The cannibalistic spirit deludes its ‘host’ into thinking 

that consuming the life-force of other humans and animals is not only permissible 

but is logical and justified. Anthropologists researching wetiko, originally thought 

of it as a cannibalistic spirit that possessed an individual, leaving the ‘victim’ with 

an ‘icy heart’ and an insatiable desire for more (Kirk & Ladha, 2016). This 

insatiability and lack of empathy are characteristic of our modern psyche, which 

Jung described as “the boundless lust for prey of Aryan man” (1933, p 476). 

“Wetiko short-circuits the individual’s ability to see itself as an enmeshed and 

interdependent part of a balanced environment and raises the self-serving ego to 

supremacy” (Kirk & Ladha, 2016). 

 

 

Wetiko is a powerful metaphor used by philosopher and psychoanalyst Paul Levy, 

to depict the excessive greed and selfishness global capitalism exhibits in its 
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unsustainable quest for growth. Writing about the wetiko nature of modern 

capitalism, he calls it ‘malignant egophrenia’, a mass psychological infection that is 

the ‘greatest epidemic sickness known to man’ (Levy, 2013). Jung wrote too about 

the phenomena of psychological epidemics and observes “we are far better 

protected against failing crops, inundations, epidemics, and invasions from the 

Turk than we are against our own deplorable spiritual inferiority, which seems to 

have little resistance to psychic epidemics” (1971, p 495). 

 

 

This mass psychological virus of wetiko-thinking is like a malignant parasite, 

transmissable and self-replicating, a contagion along the lines of a virulent 

pathogen. This communicability from brain to brain is explained by the scientific 

theory of memetics, originated by controversial biologist Richard Dawkins (1976, p 

249). He explained memes as being to culture what the gene is to biology: a 

replicator that is the fundamental evolutionary unit. Levy attributes to wetiko the 

widespread ills of poverty, climate devastation, irreversible species loss, the 

perpetual need for war, as well as modern society’s addiction to consumption on a 

grand scale (2013).  It starkly illustrates the dissociative effects of an ego 

disconnected from community, morality and spirituality.  

 

 

“This bug both reinforces and feeds off our unconscious blind spots, which 

is how it non-locally propagates itself. The greatest danger that threatens 
humanity today is the possibility that millions of us can fall into the 

unconscious together, reinforcing one another’s madness in such a way that 

we become unwittingly complicit in our own self-destruction. The most 

horrifying part of falling under the wetiko virus is that it ultimately involves 

the assent of our own free will, as we willingly, though unknowingly, 
subscribe to our enslaved condition.” (Levy, 2013) 

 

 

Wetiko is a most compelling metaphorical explanation for what I have observed as 

deeply troubled decision-making. For example, an executive in a highly polluting 

corporation makes decisions that are so destructive to the biosphere and future 

generations, and yet goes home and blithely continues to be the ‘family man’. Is 
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this dissociative behavior, willful denial or just plain stupidity? I believe at this 

point in the reasonably advanced science of climate change it represents a 

conscious choice to deny. This behavior shows there is a deeply disturbing 

disconnect in the false idea that there can be a ‘business world’ that is separate 

from a ‘family world’. There is but one world, and the collective behaviors of seven 

billion must align much better with the needs for a sustainable future.  

 

Wetiko is a term that describes ego unchained from any constraints or even 

rationality, without moral or ethical limitations, purely in service to its own 

ascendancy. It’s a very frightening picture (Kirk & Ladha, 2016). This addiction to 

avarice and power are deep within our civilization however Levy’s research reveal 

that every wisdom tradition has its own version of wetiko, this “psycho-spiritual 

disease of the soul” (Levy, 2013,)9. Thomas Aquinas says of humanity’s avarice: 

“The greed for gain knows no limit and tends to infinity” (Fox, 1996, p 215).  

 

In a most chilling chapter, McGilchrist paints a similar portrait of what the world 

would look like if the left hemisphere were to become completely dominant, with 

striking similarities to wetiko-thinking (2009, p 428-430). So the question of how 

we attend to reality, which then changes that reality, is very salient. We need to 

‘wake up the sleepwalker, stumbling towards the abyss’ (McGilchrist, 2009, p 237). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Known by the Gnostics as Antimimon pneuma (the “counterfeit spirit”) it is “the origin and cause of all the evils 
besetting the human soul”. Levy notes that this subversive parasite of the mind is symbolically recognized in 
Buddhism, Kabbalah, Hawaiian huna, mystical Islam, shamanism and alchemy. 



 35 

 

 AMOR MUNDI…. antidote to wetiko 

 

There is a religious/spiritual aspect to this question of our alienation from nature, 

and much has been written on the theological underpinnings of this separation. It 

is a large and complex subject, impossible to address adequately within the scope 

of this paper. Modern society’s sense being part of the sacred order is so 

diminished and threadbare, it is difficult to know where to begin. However, it 

seems logical to begin within my own religious tradition which is Christianity.  

 

Living in an increasingly secularized society as we do in the West, old symbols of 

Christianity are losing their power to speak, growing silent with the weight of 

materialistic forces. When our religious symbols fail to speak to us, the religion has 

died (Tillich, 1955; Jung, 1959). Exoteric, traditional religions are waning, having 

bought into same rationalist, materialist platform that they are supposed to help us 

transcend. Institutionalized religion has lost much of its moral and spiritual 

authority as a result, hastened by the perception of corruption and venality (in the 

form of paedophilia scandals, Vatican financial scandals, structural exclusion of 

non-human species, women and LGBT etc).  

 

McGilchrist notes the Western Church has undercut its very premise by trying to 

provide material answers to spiritual questions (2009, p 441).  We witness the rise 

of religious fundamentalism, considered by many a toxic form of literalism, as the 

shadow cast by fear and anxiety. By definition, a society in transition is one bearing 

deep fault lines and instability, as the tectonic plates of society are under great 

stress.  

 

I believe that the co-opting of scripture to justify the subjugation of the natural 

world, whether it be tree, lamb or mountain, is a travesty that has caused a deep 

spiritual rift within us. The extremely patriarchal stance of orthodox Christianity, 

with its exclusion of all other species, marginalization of women and other groups, 
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and structural rejection of the divine feminine, is a position that can no longer 

nourish our collective soul.  

 

Many of us are unable to locate ourselves in this picture of a remote, white male 

god. For many, it increasingly appears as a fairy tale devised to maintain a 

patriarchal hierarchy. However, if we go back and select an alternative teaching, 

that of nature as being the second scripture, we can re-imagine a Christianity that 

re-unites the human species with all of creation. This teaching is succinctly 

expressed by Thomas Aquinas, “revelation comes in two volumes – the Bible and 

nature” (Fox, 1996, p 207). All the major religions need to re-evaluate their implicit 

and explicit attitudes to nature, humanity’s relationship to creation. Fostering the 

sense of sacred connection and relatedness to nature is a role for which they are 

ideally suited, the raison d’etre which would re-invigorate their mission. Imagine 

the huge transformation that could take place if each of the world religions put this 

revelation of connection as the cornerstone of their teaching. 

  

In order to re-establish a feeling of connection to nature, and the wider world, we 

need to feel that we are participating in it.  Experiences of being ‘one’ with 

nature/cosmos/higher consciousness/God are known as experiences of non-dual 

consciousness. Psychologists call this ‘exceptional human experience’ or EHE, and 

the category includes paranormal, near-death, out-of-body and mediumistic 

experiences. Unfortunately, such extra-ordinary experiences have been largely 

taboo in Western culture. It is still not socially acceptable to reflect publically or 

have conversations about our spiritual experiences (unless it’s with your Jungian 

psychoanalyst). 

 

Feeling connected to something means that we have a tie to it, we participate in its 

welfare with feelings of empathy and concern and interest. Whether this is a 

person, an animal or a special place in the landscape, we relate to its being, its ‘self-

disclosure’, with love and wonder and affection. This love and affection can be the 

most powerful agency for action.  Love, like prayer, is capable of changing the 

world by softening our hearts. The experience of love is the single most dynamic 



 37 

principle we will encounter in our lives. It is THE experience. Somehow, we need to 

fall in love again with nature, as deep and formative an experience as a newborn 

gazing at its mother. 

 

 

                                                      

 

 It is not by accident that humanity gazed upon pictures of Earth taken from space, 

and awakening to her beauty and fragility, gave birth to the ecology movement. 

This poem by Alice Walker, from her Earthling poems, conveys this deeply 

imprinted love: 

 

 

We have a beautiful  

mother 

Her green lap 

immense 
Her brown embrace 

eternal 

Her blue body 

everything  

we know.  

(1991, p 460) 
 
It is incumbent upon current and future generations to love this beautiful earth, 

more than we love our ‘self’. She is everything we know. 

 



 38 

By love I do not mean duty, ethics or obligation, though love is often the motivation 

that compels us to do what is right. I use the word love to try and describe this 

sense of primordial connectedness and participation, a sense of ultimate oneness 

with the world and indeed, each other. Amor mundi, love of the world, for me is an 

image of seamless reciprocal feeling, similar to the ripples in the water that I 

described earlier as part of my actively imagined vision. Ripples that move 

outwards and then inwards, systole and diastole, like the beating of a heart. 

  

The opposite of love is indifference, the ‘icy heart’ of wetiko. It cannot be hate, for 

hate has an archetypal psychical energy. Indifference lays no claim, it does not ask 

or answer, it does not wonder, it is not luminous. Indifference is deadening and 

disenchanting. 

 

Enchantment, by contrast, is that wondrous feeling that opens up our 

understanding of a profound experience of connection with nature. Based on 

attributes of reverence and wonder, it does not exclude the intellect or rationality, 

but rather places them within a broader and deeper context of feeling and 

spirituality. Enchantment ‘re-wilds’ the heart (Armon & Armon, 2017, p 282) and 

provides us with the courage and resilience to overcome the inevitable feelings of 

being overwhelmed and despairing in the face of such huge challenges. 

 

All of these powerful feelings: love, wonder, enchantment, are attempts to give 

form and voice to the soul’s movement. Soul is the great compass that points to the 

good, a compass inside each individual that gives us orientation and direction. 

Experiencing love, wonder or enchantment is consciousness expanding, as they are 

evidence of an inextricable relationship we have with a greater good. In the words 

of Yale professor of divinity and deep ecologist Mary Evelyn Tucker, “wonder is not 

just another emotion; it is rather an opening into the heart of the universe” (2011, p 

114). Tucker has spent her career exploring ways of re-weaving the bonds between 

humankind, nature and the divine. 
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We all know how important actual personal experience is, especially when it is a 

direct encounter with the transcendent. We really cannot understand something 

unless we have experienced it ourselves (Maslow, 1968, p 79; Jung, in Aziz, 1990, p 

184). So direct spiritual experience of connection to the sacred is of critical 

importance. Directly experiencing one’s participation in the whole 

interconnectedness of the universe is a transformative experience, one that we are 

often unable to articulate. Undoubtedly, though, these experiences are self-

validating and carry their own intrinsic value (Maslow, 1968, p 79). One carries the 

message for a lifetime, and new meanings constantly unfold. This is the richness 

and mystery of the experience of oneness. 

 

 If we can find ways to encourage this type of enhanced awareness, for example 

through immersive experiences in nature, exercising our creative imagination, or 

using symbolic thinking, we may have a chance to bring a transcendent, abstracted 

‘god’ back to an embodied, lived experience of the divine.  These special 

experiences are so valuable and revelatory because they allow us to see that the 

supposed divide between matter and spirit is permeable, or illusory, and certainly 

not quite what we thought. I think of these unitive experiences as amor mundi, love 

of the world, a term used by philosopher Hannah Arendt.  

 

These experiences of oneness exist on a continuum, from Wordsworth’s ‘quiet 

stream of self-forgetfulness’, to the enchantment of being immersed in nature, the 

wonder and wow of the stars, through what athletes describe as ‘being in the zone’, 

to the awe and majesty of new motherhood, to the full-blown ‘mystical experience’, 

which is a paradigmatic shift of consciousness. Poetry, dance, music and art are 

also able to transport us far beyond quotidian ego-bound limits. This 

transcendence beyond duality is known as unus mundus, one world, in which “one 

becomes one with everything” (von Franz, 1997, p 148). McGilchrist points to the 

three exits from the ‘self-invented, self-enclosed’ space of the left hemisphere, 

being body, soul and art - all vehicles of love (2009, p 445). 
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It is a way of participating in the world that privileges relationship, connection, and 

unity. This is also the right hemisphere’s way of attending to the world, with its 

deep attraction to “the Other, whatever it may be that exists beyond ourselves” 

(McGilchrist, 2009, p 93). One of the major themes developed by McGilchrist is the 

recursive process of how each of the two hemispheres apprehend and then mediate 

the world: first the right, then the left, then finally it is all integrated again by the 

right hemisphere (2009, p 46, 206).  

 

Appropriately, given his call for humanity to heal itself, this recursive process of the 

two hemispheres is a circular movement, the archetypal pattern of wholeness. Jung 

called it the mandala, and the circle has universally been the most ancient symbol 

of wholeness and perfection, representing the totality of the Self.  If we use this 

neurological circular pattern as a metaphor for the great cycles of our cosmological 

worldviews, then we are ready, or overdue, for a major transformation of 

consciousness. Humanity needs a ‘swing to the right”. 

 

 Currently, we have gone too far in one direction, that of the left hemisphere 

predominance, and are in need of a turn back towards the right hemisphere’s way 

of attending to the world. We need the wisdom of ‘The Master’, for we may be on 

the brink of complete left hemisphere hegemony. It’s now time for an essential 

correction, a massive societal transition that re-privileges the right hemisphere to 

its rightful position of ontological primacy.  

 

This huge societal change was something that Jung predicted in one of his last 

works, Aion (1959), in which he spoke of the failure of Christian orthodoxy and the 

emptiness of encroaching secularization. Hannah Arendt in her powerful work, The 

Human Condition, discusses this desacralization, modern man’s loss of faith that 

led to a loss of certainty of the world, which threw him back upon himself, into “the 

closed inwardness of introspection” (1958, p 320), reminiscent of the ‘self-

invented, self-enclosed’ hall of mirrors (McGilchrist, 2009, p 229-230). 
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A NEW MYTHOS 

 

                           

                                   Sigmar Polke’s stained glass window in Zurich’s Grossmunster Cathedral, made 

                                   from slices of semi-precious stones 

 

 

 

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift, and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We 

have created a society that honors the servant and forgets the gift” Albert Einstein 

(in Fideler, 2014).  

 

An important aspect to our trajectory of alienation is that contemporary society has 

lost a sense of the symbolic, the symbol being the psyche’s way of transferring 

meaning and energy.  Western culture is beginning to see the need for restoring the 

role of symbolic thinking. A new ‘living myth’ is essential, as if we do not have one, 

we default to the myth of ‘the machine’ (McGilchrist, 2009, p 441). The myth of the 



 42 

‘mind as machine’ must accede to ‘mind as imagination’ if we are to overcome the 

poverty of secularization (Unger, 2014, p 311). 

 

Global capitalism, the neoliberal economic system, has brought us to the brink of 

environmental collapse as a result of the reverence of money above life. The 

unthinking pursuit of ‘economic growth’ at any cost, is logically and inherently 

unsustainable (Foster, 2010). The ability of the planet to regenerate itself is far 

outstripped by the scale of human use. Gross inequalities of power and uneven 

access to opportunity have led to systemic mistrust of international entities: 

corporate and financial, church, and civic. The opaque nature of power, and self-

interested political elites has resulted in a widespread loss of confidence in their 

abilities to deal with these highly complex problems.  

 

So, we are a world in transition. Teetering on the fulcrum, which way do we go? 

The wetiko way, towards ‘malignant egophrenia’ and annihilation…. or toward 

biophilia? Do we dare choose love of life, putting spiritual values and wisdom above 

money and materialistic adventurism? We might call this a kind of pragmatic 

mysticism.  

 

Eminent scholar of Western Esotericism and the study of radicalism, Arthur 

Versluis raises this question in The Mystical State, in which he discusses the idea of 

a culture built on the values of spiritual wisdom and personal spiritual experience, 

rather than the quest for power and control over nature and others.  Looking back 

into the past, to the fork in the road where society collectively opted for the 

materialistic path, could show us an alternative path upon which to base future 

cultures (Versluis, 2011, p 36). I am not trying to suggest here that we must try to 

turn back to the past, even if we could do so, but simply that we have a wealth of 

valuable wisdom accumulated over many centuries that may help us alter our 

current trajectory. There is much in our cumulative history that has been lost, 

ignored or rejected that we could be drawing on now.  
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THE UNITARY WORLDVIEW 

 

  

                          

ONE, J Pickering, Mixed Media on paper, 2017 

 

 

Ah, not to be cut off, 

not through the slightest partition 

shut out from the law of the stars. 

The inner – what is it? 

if not intensified sky, 

hurled through with birds and deep 
with the winds of homecoming. 

                                                                                  Rainer Maria Rilke 
 

There are several pertinent historical examples of cultures based around unitive 

consciousness, a few of which I will briefly outline:  

 

Anne Baring, in The Dream of the Cosmos, describes the archaic mentality of 

Neolithic cultures based on lunar, participatory consciousness (2013, p 84). This 

form of consciousness relied on a different way of knowing, being highly attuned to 

instinctive feeling and intuition, and used shamanic techniques to connect with the 
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invisible dimension. This dimension of awareness was embedded within nature, 

within the great web of life (Baring, 2013, p 84).  Participatory consciousness 

revolved primarily around the cult of the Great Mother or Earth goddess, where 

nature was ensouled and all humanity lived within a sacred cosmic order (Baring, 

2013, p 81). Many practices centered around the moon as symbol of the cycles of 

birth, death and regeneration, and is often called ‘lunar’ consciousness. 

Interestingly, Levy tracks the very beginnings of wetiko to the end of the Neolithic 

period, when the ‘solar’ consciousness arose, and agriculture became a way of 

accruing personal wealth and power (Levy, 2013). 

 

The idea that mind is already connected to the cosmos is found throughout the 

ancient Hellenic world. The pre-Socratic philosophers, Plato and the later 

Neoplatonists, all understood the cosmos to be full of intelligence and reason, and 

that humankind was able to participate in this as it, too, was part of this universal 

intelligence (Milne, 2008, p 28).  

 

 A profound sense of unity with nature was revealed through one of its central 

origin myths, Plato’s ‘likely account’ of the creation of the cosmos, in the Timeaus. 

The Greek concept of the World Soul, or anima mundi, conceived of the universe as 

an animated, living entity, permeated with life-giving energy, which possesses its 

own intelligence. Baring believes that the earlier lunar participatory consciousness 

based on the Great Mother, was the foundation of this concept of the anima mundi 

(2013, p 81). Everything was seen as interconnected and interdependent, 

expressing the relationship between the eternal/universal (the One) and the 

temporal/particular (the many) (Fideler, 2014, p 47).  This living creature was 

envisaged as a sphere, that most perfect of geometric forms, whose circularity most 

closely expressed divine motion. Man was thought of as a microcosm, the universe 

as macrocosm (Kleinman, 2006, p 189).  This potent symbolism of circularity and 

reciprocity has been deeply integrated into many currents of esoteric wisdom and 

reflects man’s need for spiritual equilibrium (Kleinman, 2006, p 195). 
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This unitary worldview is very much the aim and vision of the Western Esoteric 

traditions, a field of knowledge intimately concerned with unity of matter and 

spirit, transcending the subject-object split. As Versluis states: 

 

“Western Esotericism in all its manifold forms has at its centre the search 

not for manipulation or control deriving from objectification, but for 

connection and union. In this respect, we may well say that Western 

Esotericism represents the reverse or inverse of modernity, in that to follow 

such a path means that one has to leave behind modern objectifying 
preconceptions of how one is separate from nature and the divine, moving 

instead towards ever deeper understanding of how one is indivisible from 

these” (2004, p 6). 

 
 

The medieval and alchemical worldview entertained a system of correspondences, 

reflected in the analogical relationship between macrocosm (the entire universe) 

and microcosm (humankind). In the Middle Ages, what Jung called synchronicity 

was conceived of as a correspondence, what we now might call a parallelism of 

form, or analogy. This is “the secret mutual connivance” between matter and 

psyche (von Franz, 1997, p 126).  

 

In The Wounded Researcher, Romanyshyn (2007) tracks Jung’s intensive 

exploration of medieval and alchemical speculations about the polarity between 

matter and spirit, and how unity might be achieved.  Collaborating with eminent 

physicist Wolfgang Pauli, this research led Jung to formulate his concept of 

synchronicity: the acausal connecting principle between matter and psyche (spirit) 

(Jung, 1955).   Jung identifies synchronicity as “ a modern differentiation of the 

obsolete concept of correspondence, sympathy and harmony” (1969, par 996).  

 

Physics had found the phenomenal world to be a “dynamic, inseparable whole” 

(Capra, 1977, p64). Jung also, had found a psychological factor that exhibited 

similar eternal and ubiquitous qualities in the form of the archetype (Aziz, 1990, 

p57). He noted the transpersonal inclination of the archetype “to behave as though 

it were not localized in one person but were active in the whole environment” (Aziz, 

1990, p57). 
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Synchronicity expresses Jung’s panentheistic disposition towards a unitary view of 

reality. Roderick Main, whose book Revelations of Chance helps clarify the rather 

difficult concept of synchronicity, explains that “psyche and matter, in spite of their 

extreme differences and seeming incommensurability, are complementary aspects 

of what at a deeper level is one reality” (Main, 2007, p 20). He goes on to discuss 

the separateness experienced between our inner and outer, our physical and 

psychological, explaining that “synchronicity, as it were, adds a missing half to 

each, making the psychic events more embodied, and the physical events more 

ensouled” (Main, 2007, p 75).  

 

Jung concluded that the divide of matter and psyche could be considered bridged, 

as “both disciplines [physics and psychology], using their respective methodologies, 

have thus uncovered what appears to be the unus mundus, that is, the unitary 

world” (Aziz, 1990, p 57).  In a synchronistic event, the normal separation of 

“inner” and “outer” dissolves, and “outer events behave as if they were part of our 

psyche, so that everything is contained within the same wholeness” (von Franz, 

1997, p 148). This, of course, is precisely the spiritual ‘truth’ the alchemists sought 

in their ‘great work’, the cosmological meaning of one’s life. McGilchrist, in a later 

interview, seems also to be moving toward a synchronistic worldview when he 

states that consciousness “pre-exists us and isn’t created by our brains; our brains 

simply transmit or traduce it” (in Baring, 2013, p 201).10 

 

In The Spiritual Problems of Modern Man (1933), Jung notes the widespread and 

ever-growing interest in parapsychology, astrology, spiritualism, the paranormal, 

theosophy etc and compares it to the 1st 2nd centuries after Christ in the flourishing 

of Gnosticism, when Greco-Roman polytheistic beliefs systems were waning. He 

observes that these new spiritual currents are similar to Gnosticism, in that they 

are non-dualistic and emphasize personal spiritual experience, not exoteric 

dogmatic prescriptions. These non-traditional spiritual practices have continued to 

 
10 Interview reported in article by Lance St. John Butler, Scientific and Medical Network Review, winter 
2010. 
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grow and flourish in contemporary society and are now generally known as the 

New Age Movement.  Jung posited that such new spiritual currents undoubtedly 

arise from the “psychic energy which can no longer be invested in obsolete religious 

forms” (1933, p 467). Hanegraaff, one of Western Esotericism’s foremost scholars, 

identifies Jung as ‘father’ of the modern New Age Movement, which he analyses as 

basically self-affirming belief systems that aim to disavow modern scientific 

reductionism and the one-sidedness of dualistic thinking (Hanegraaff, 1996, p 513-

516). 

 

 

Ultimately, all of these are attempts to mediate the notional split between matter 

and spirit, caused by excessive self-reflexivity, and aggravated by the legacy of post-

Enlightenment thinking. 

 

Until comparatively recently traditional indigenous societies did not experience 

such a split. However, through colonialization, Western materialism has spread 

across the globe. As we have seen, unfettered ego-consciousness was considered 

highly abnormal, a disease called wetiko. For hundreds of generations before 

colonialization, indigenous peoples experienced a sacred relationship with their 

environment in a quite unself-conscious way. The inner world and the natural 

world were felt to be mutually affirming and equal, and in this sense, they comprise 

a synchronistic worldview. In indigenous cultures, the mental self-construct of the 

ego does not obtrude on the religious experience of being part of nature, which 

early anthropologist Levy-Bruhl, termed participation mystique (Evans-Pritchard, 

1965, p 85). Prior to Western cultural hegemony, the mode of mystical 

participation was the fundamental orientation of the indigenous mind toward 

reality, in which “objects and beings are all involved in a network of mystical 

participations and exclusions” (Levy-Bruhl in Evans-Pritchard, 1965, p 80). 

 

 

As cultures evolved, and developed advanced literacy, this participation mystique 

fell away. David Abram, philosopher, in The Spell of the Sensuous (1996), has made 
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a robust case that alienation from the embodied world of nature can be understood 

as a phenomenon precipitated by the advent of writing. Baring, also, shows that the 

rise of ‘solar’ consciousness (in which the beginnings of desire for control over 

nature can be found) was contemporaneous with the rise of literacy (Baring, 2013, 

p 120). The written word allowed construction of artificial abstract representations 

of that which was previously sensed and embodied.  

 

Abram argues this new capability drove a wedge between what we experience on 

the phenomenal level and what our minds construct about these experiences (1996, 

p 138). In effect, he is articulating the rise of self-reflective awareness of the left 

hemisphere. Milne, too, notes that our predominant use of objectifying language 

“projects the illusion of command over things, while in truth it clearly reflects 

disengagement and alienation” (2008, p 64). Abram’s research into traditional oral 

cultures and their embodied experience of the natural world shows us that this 

form of consciousness is an innate form of wisdom and might be recoverable as it is 

not too far from the surface veneer of the modern mind (1996, p 260).  It seems 

that evolution of consciousness may in fact be ‘turning the circle’ back towards a 

more enchanted way of seeing. 

 

Deep ecology educator, Stephan Harding, notes that recovery of enchantment, and 

a transition to a more harmonious way of living in nature may be less distant than 

one thinks. He explains, “my own practices as a deep ecology educator have shown 

me that for most of us [this] deep experience lies just below the surface of everyday 

awareness, and that a slight shift of context can make it easily visible” (Armon & 

Armon, 2017, p 302). That is precisely why transformative and experiential 

practices are vital, as they provide the necessary shift of context that lifts the veil 

obscuring other dimensions of reality.  

 

 

As we know, just below the surface of everyday awareness is the collective 

unconscious, “that mighty depository of ancestral experience accumulated over 

millions of years” (Jung in Baring, 2013, p 149). This possesses independent 
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psychical energy capable of powerfully influencing our comprehension of reality. 

Our modern culture is now sadly ignorant of this ancient field of knowledge but for 

indigenous cultures it was traditionally accessed by the shaman or tribal healer, 

who is usually the most individuated member of the tribal group (von Franz, in 

Aziz, 1990, p 211). The shaman has a highly valued role as mediator between the 

seen and unseen worlds, charged with maintaining the harmonious interplay 

between the human and the sacred other. 

 

This awareness of being interconnected and integral with one’s sacred landscape, 

animals and winds, is a central activating principle to all indigenous peoples.  

Tarahumara writer and indigenous educator, Enrique Salmon, uses the term 

igiwara to describe the deep bonds between people and land. Salmon notes ‘it is 

not a movement that can be joined, but rather a resilient worldview’ (Armon & 

Armon, 2017, p 299). This ‘resilient worldview’ is based on embedded experience of 

a form of expanded consciousness, for example the Australian Aboriginal’s 

Dreamtime consciousness (Abram, 1996, p 121).  

 

Jung relates the deep impact his meeting with Mountain Lake had on the 

development of his concept of synchronicity (1963, p 252). Mountain Lake, a 

Native American from the Taos Pueblos tribe, shared with Jung the cosmological 

meaning of his life, the sacred purpose of his tribe’s beliefs: each individual 

supports the universe, and the universe supports each individual, “a unique 

relationship of mutual interdependence between man and his Creator – between 

the individual and the sacred circle of nature as a whole” (Aziz, 1990, p 214). This 

image of ‘the sacred circle of nature as a whole’ makes clear the crucial role of each 

individual coming to self-actualization, in the unfolding of events in nature. We 

each have a place in this sacred circle of nature, whose centre is the creative 

animating force of life. 

 

One can protest that unitive consciousness presents a threat to the ego with the 

possibility of swamping it. It is true that the dissolution of the ego cannot be viewed 

as a straightforwardly positive turn. This is the psychological problem of the 
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‘container and the contained” where a superior, more comprehensive viewpoint 

threatens to swamp a simpler, less individuated personality (von Franz, 1997, p 57). 

Jung warns that the position of the ego must be maintained as being of equal value 

to the counter-position of the unconscious, and vice versa (Jung, 1997, p 57). A 

well-developed ego is a necessary counterpoint to the constant urge by the 

unconscious for expression. If the liberated unconscious is allowed free reign it can 

be overwhelming and lead to serious psychological breakdown (Jung, 1997, p 57) 

(Baring, 2013, p 201).  

 

 That being said, in order to free ourselves from the ‘optical delusion of 

consciousness’ it is essential to be able to see the ego as function, an advantageous 

evolutionary adaptation, rather than identity (Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 223). These 

ego identifications, such as race, religion, nationality, culture, are overlays and 

biases that affirm our notions of so-called consensus reality, and yet “we are not the 

mental self-concept we believe ourselves to be” (Baumann & Taft, 2011, p 223).  

These conceptual overlays provide the illusion of separateness, illusions that we 

cannot cling to any longer. As more and more of humankind develop greater levels 

of conscious awareness, as the collective level is raised, we will begin to transition 

from post-Enlightenment ego-consciousness.  
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WORLD RENEWAL 

 

 

As institutionalized religion loses its hold, the vacuum is being filled by a diversity 

of non-dualistic spiritual practices, and atheistic humanist beliefs.   We witness the 

‘mindfulness’ boom, the groundswell of pagan practices, the rise of eastern 

religious attitudes – all these speak of a desire to find meaning and connection.  

 

Modern Christian theologians, such as Matthew Fox who developed Creation 

Spirituality (1996) and feminist writer Carol Christ in She Who Changes (2003) 

and others, are pointing out the essential theological errors of Christian orthodoxy. 

These theological biases of hegemonic patriarchy and species and gender exclusion 

have been welded into rigid religious structures that are failing to speak to us.  The 

new theologians and spiritual leaders are radically calling for an inclusive and 

embracing spirituality that holds all life as sacred. This reveals that profound shifts 

in values are taking place. These values are also reflected in, and are being 

championed by, the modern deep ecology and women’s movements. 

 

 In his insightful book The Hidden Connections, Fritjof Capra closely examines this 

collision course between global capitalism and the environmental justice 

movements. Whilst the various strands of resistance are coming from different 

directions, their trajectories are converging to help overcome our obsession with 

ceaseless competition and ‘object-centered’ consciousness (Capra, 2003, p 231). 

 

Science, too, has undergone a profound shift, moving far beyond Cartesian 

thinking, in its development of ‘complexity theory’, or ‘non-linear dynamics’.  This 

sprang from the philosophical foundations of deep ecology and ‘the systems view of 

life’, the recognition that humans and nature are indeed, and provably, inseparable 

(Capra, 2003, p xiv). 
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A recent survey (2016) by Dr Julian Evans of Queen Mary, University of London, 

reports the number of people having experienced unitive consciousness has risen 

dramatically over the last two decades. Respondents overwhelmingly described this 

as a feeling of profound connection to something much greater than themselves. 

 

In part, this dramatic rise may reflect a dissolving of the taboos in speaking of 

‘altered states’ of consciousness, but nonetheless underlines Harding’s point that 

the veil between ordinary consciousness and this deeper experience is very thin. 

 

In Jungian terms, this might be seen as a compensatory factor of the collective 

unconscious, in seeking to bring balance back to a materialistic, reductive one-

sided worldview. Jung’s discovery of the compensatory nature of the psyche 

expressed itself in a fundamental rule: that “no psychic value can disappear without 

being replaced by another of equivalent intensity” (1971, p 470). This means that as 

our culture grows increasingly secularized, our deep-seated urge for self-

transcendence, to use Aldous Huxley’s words, must find formulation and 

expression elsewhere.  

 

In synchronistic terms this would imply there must be a discernable shift in the 

zeitgeist, the spirit of the times.  Evidenced in the swelling numbers of climate-

change activists, deep ecology-based spiritual movements and non-dualistic 

spiritualities, often influenced by Asian belief systems, Western contemporary 

society seems to be experiencing the “spirit awakening to awareness of itself within 

our human consciousness” (Baring, 2013, p 102). 

 

Evans’ own research supports this, and as does that of Gallup which has been 

regularly surveying the incidence of mystical experiences in the USA since the 

1960’s. Evans writes  

 
“in 1960, only 20 % of the population said they’d had one or more 
[exceptional experiences]. Now, it’s around 50%. In a survey conducted 
in 2016, 84% of respondents said they’d had an experience where they 
went beyond their ordinary self and felt connected to something greater 
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than them. But 75% agreed there was a taboo around such experiences” 
(Evans, 2017). 

 

While Evans’ survey was limited to only 300 middle class British people, at the 

least it seems to show that the taboo of speaking of such experiences is waning, 

which in itself is progress. As acknowledgement of this dimension of human 

experience becomes normalized, and can be consciously integrated into daily life, it 

assists us to see the ego for what it is, a construct. 

 

If we put the highest value on embodied experience, as opposed to abstraction or 

conceptualization (left hemisphere ways of seeing reality), where can we look for 

practices that help us reconnect experientially, in order to overcome alienation and 

support feelings of participation? Some contemporary approaches to dissolving the 

boundaries of ego-consciousness:  

 

Jung’s active imagination. Earlier, we saw what a powerful means it is for 

engagement with the unconscious.  Actually a form of shamanism, this method is a 

way of integrating raw materials that emerge from the unconscious: images, 

feelings, and impulses. We turn toward this material with expectation and 

attention and bring it to consciousness. Concentrating on this mood or image, we 

then actively engage with it as a dynamic psychological figure. Sometimes, active 

imagination only takes place in the mind, but the ‘dialogue’ is also expressed via 

creative modes such as painting, writing, dancing, sculpture, sand play, etc.  So it is 

a specific method that can be expressed in many different forms (Chodorow, 1997, 

p 7).  As we saw, it can bring an individual to a deep dimension of interior reality. 

 

 

Joanna Macy, philosopher and activist, has developed an experiential program 

called ‘The Work That Reconnects’, consisting of various group or ritual exercises 

that aim to provoke a paradigm shift of seeing, valuing and being, to help heal our 

disconnection.  Based on the philosophy of deep ecology, the ‘Council of All Beings’ 

is a ritual exercise in empathetic identification with other species, in which the 

participants speak formally on their behalf (Macy, 1991, p 199).  



 54 

 

Anne Baring has written extensively on participatory consciousness, and restoring 

the divine feminine. She describes a meditation visualization as follows:  “Take the 

time to sit very quietly with no disturbances and imagine that you are building a 

bridge to another dimension of reality – building an actual bridge in your 

imagination and waiting to see what comes to meet you over it.” She recommends 

practicing this regularly without expectation, just humbly making the connection. 

As she notes, we are so cut off from any awareness that there is another dimension, 

just recognizing this may be enough to ‘get the ball rolling’.11 

 

Another method of accessing a unitive state of awareness is through psychedelic 

drugs, such as LSD or psilocybin. After a hiatus of around 50 years, psychiatrists 

and researchers are re-opening investigation into this area of consciousness 

transformation.  They have found that one dose of psilocybin can reliably pave the 

way of reconnecting to deeper aspects of Self, inducing an altered state of 

consciousness they call ‘ego dissolution’ (Evans, 2017)12. For the treatment of 

chronic anxiety, depression and addiction, as well as PTSD13 there is “mounting 

evidence that psychedelics can be genuinely transformative”, as they allow the 

maladaptive filter of the ‘self’ to drop away (Gerrans & Letheby, 2014). This means 

that the ego can be seen for what it is, a cognitive function and fundamental 

mediator. “The self that conditions experience is just a heuristic, not an 

unchangeable, persisting thing” (Gerrans & Letheby, 2014). 

 

Czech psychiatrist, Stanlislav Grof, has pioneered research into altered states of 

consciousness over the last 40 years. His work using psychedelics and holotropic 

breathing, over thousands of sessions, has shown that we can access ancient fields 

of memory and experience (Baring, 2013, p 200). These phenomena originate in 

the very deepest primordial strata of the unconscious and are our collective 

heritage of millions of years of evolution. 

 
11 Personal communication with Anne Baring, dated March 7, 2016 
12 Further research is currently being conducted by Johns Hopkins Medical Centre, New York Times, 
April 20, 2012 
13 Post-traumatic Stress Disorder 
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All of these methods are essentially ways of accessing that most human faculty: the 

creative imagination. Using our imagination is a method for leaping across the 

corpus callosom, the inhibitory divider between the right and left hemispheres. 

Unless we engage the faculty of imagination, we will be entirely unable to feel 

empathy and engagement, let alone love, for the world. We would be restricted to a 

utilitarian and transactional view of humans and nature, the very opposite of what 

we need. 

 

 

These are all practices that prioritize a sense of living connection, a sense of 

participation and engagement with the world, a way of loving it. Some may 

consider them threatening to the status quo, being anti-authoritarian, non-

hierarchical, decentralized, and mainly resistant to commodification. The turn 

towards an expansion of consciousness is of necessity on a collision course with 

global capitalism, which I suggest is the culpable sleepwalker in our collective story.  
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CONCLUSION – Thinking the Future out of the Now   

 

 

Perhaps the transformation of consciousness that I am discussing would cause 

massive societal disruption. Unfortunately, I think we can agree that massive 

disruption is already foretold in the upheavals that further climate change and 

environmental degradation will bring and are bringing as we speak. The last few 

years have witnessed momentous political and social changes, as the world’s 

political foundations and democracies undergo great stress. There is a growing 

sense of deep instability on so many levels.  

 

A striking example of this stress has been the unprecedented movement of people, 

called the ‘refugee crisis’, which has barely been acknowledged for what it is: a 

result of climate change, leading to the breakdown of rural societies affected by 

changing weather patterns, exacerbated by exponential population explosion.  

 

As a species, we are not able to “think our way out” of these complicated problems 

and the only truly global organizations are simply incapable of effecting solutions. 

Unfortunately, many of them are the very transnational institutions that have 

perpetuated the kind of egotistical power-centric thinking that has led to such 

alienation, and such destructive disregard for the natural world. 

 

I should like to summarize now the key threads of my argument: that in order to 

heal our relationship with nature, we need to re-establish a once-held attitude to 

the natural world that is embracing and inclusive of all life. As a species, we have 

developed an ego-consciousness that served us well as an evolutionary tool, but 

now prevents us from understanding our comprehensive role embedded within 

nature. Notions of separation have created the conditions of separation. 

 

There is an ethical mandate for the individual to ‘grow up’, to individuate, as we 

cannot continue to be so myopic and limited in our thinking, literally ‘small-

minded’. The solution to the existential threats we face to survival cannot be based 
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on the kind of consciousness that enabled us to become so successful a species. 

This requires an expansion of consciousness, a ‘tropological turn’ inwards, a moral 

accounting.  

 

Based on an expanded notion of ‘self’ and the understanding of complete 

entanglement with the web of life, we would see a further tropological turn 

outwards to the wider social dimension, the collective culture. This 360-degree 

turn is analogous to the recursive process McGilchrist describes of how we 

apprehend the world. As we have seen, first the right hemisphere attends to what is 

new or ambiguous–then the left side processes it– finally it is all integrated by the 

right hemisphere.  

 

With the convergence of new advances in physics and emerging non-dualistic 

spiritualities, it seems that we are on the verge of weaning ourselves from the 

Cartesian nightmare of separation from our own nature (Capra, 2003, p 29).  

 

There is a growing recognition of this moment in our history as being pivotal, a 

cusp upon which urgent and grave decisions are balanced. Each individual is a 

‘makeweight’, our beliefs and actions have an incremental importance to the 

collective trajectory, hence we have a responsibility to each other, to the entirety of 

life, to shed old ways of thinking and behaving. This might be made possible by the 

experience of unitive consciousness, the conscious awareness of our profound 

connection to all of creation. In point of fact, we need to open ourselves to the 

wonder and enchantment of being inextricably woven from nature.  

 

In the words of James Lovelock, co-developer of the Gaia hypothesis, “so closely 

coupled is the evolution of living organisms with the evolution of their environment 

that together they constitute a single evolutionary process” (1991, p 222).14  We 

have seen that the evolution of the individual is crucial to humanity’s development 

and survival. 

 
14  James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis’ Gaia theory proposed the hypothesis that the entire planet earth was 
one giant super-organism subject to the evolutionary process. An excellent exposition of the development of 
this scientific hypothesis is laid out in Lawrence E Joseph’s book “Gaia: The Growth of an Idea” (1990) Arkana 
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The change will have to come ‘from below’, a sea change of concerned citizens of 

the world who will no longer tolerate outworn ideologies and attitudes that put 

money before life. We can only do this by loving the world, more than we love our 

‘self’. From this newfound love, will be created a new living mythos.  

 

 

 I will leave the closing words to Jung, whose thinking has reverberated throughout 

so much of contemporary life….  

 

“Great innovations never come from above; they come invariably from below, just as 
trees never grow from the sky downward, but upward from the earth.  The upheaval of 

our world and the upheaval of our consciousness are one and the same….  in the end 

there is but one psyche which embraces us all” (1933, p 473, 472). 
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Appendix A: Plotinus Spiritual Imagination exercise 
 
 
 
 I would like to now invite you, the reader, to do one of Plotinus’ spiritual 
imagination exercises. If practiced regularly, this may lead to a unitive experience, 
but can also be used simply as an imaginative exercise, to ‘flex that mental muscle’. 
By employing such ‘dynamic images’ we are able to get the imagination moving 
again and it has been my experience that once this blockage is released one’s sense 
of the mythopoeic imagination is restored. Plotinus often used such exercises in his 
tracts, in order to vividly illustrate a difficult point. Plotinus is explaining here how 
the intellectual realm should be envisaged, using the creative imagination: 
 

Let us, then, grasp with our mind (dianoia) this cosmos, each member of 
it remaining what it is, distinct and apart, yet all forming, as far as 
possible, a complete unity, so that whatever comes into focus, say the 
outer orb of the heavens, shall bring immediately with it the image 
(phantasia), on the one plane, of the sun and of the other planets, with 
earth and sea and all living things, as if exhibited upon a transparent 
globe. 
Let there be then, in your soul the gleaming image (phantasia) of a 
sphere, a picture holding all the things in the universe whether in 
motion or at rest, or rather, some at rest and others in motion. Keep this 
sphere before you, and from it imagine another, a sphere stripped of 
magnitude and of spatial differences; cast out spatial conceptions and 
the image (phantasma) of matter within you; do not simply substitute 
an image reduced in size, but call on God, the maker of the sphere whose 
image you now hold and pray him to enter. (Enneads V8,9, trans 
McKenna, in Dillon (1986) p58). 

 
Dillon goes on to say that if performed effectively it has a semi-theurgic effect, 
resulting in mystical vision of the cosmos (1986, p 59). The Enneads is full of many 
such spiritual exercises, each requiring the reader to actively engage their 
imagination to more clearly understand the truth he was trying to convey. The 
starting point was an image that developed as one contemplated it, leading one to a 
deeper comprehension of a spiritual truth (Dillon, 1986, p 64).   
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