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Contemplative Ecology 

Human civilization is careering toward disaster. The way of life most of us take for 
granted is creating existential threats to both humans and other species. We have very 
few years remaining to turn things around, so we can’t waste time on peripheral issues 
that are symptoms of the disease. We need to identify and address the root causes. We 
often hear that we have the technical ability to solve these problems, but we lack the will. 
Why do we lack the will? Is it possible that we are caught in the momentum of a cultural 
matrix that requires more than an act of will to escape? Is it possible that technology is 
not the answer, and that the premise of “solving” ecological “problems” is flawed from 
the start? 

The ecological crisis is not just a series of external problems. It involves our most 
fundamental sense of who we are, the essential meaning of our lives, our core beliefs 
about the nature of reality and whether we feel connected to or disconnected from the 
living world. 

When I began developing, speaking and writing about contemplative ecology, my 
intention was to bring the insights of the contemplative way into the ecological realm and 
the insights of ecology into the contemplative realm. I wanted to explore as deeply as 
possible the roots of the ecological crisis. What are the societal roots, and especially, 
what are the roots within each of us? Where do they live in our psyches, in our behavior 
and in our worldviews? 

When I talk about contemplation, I am not talking about a set of exercises or rules or 
techniques or practices. It is not a path to a future ideal of perfect equanimity or 
enlightenment. It is simpler than that. It is a matter of stopping, being present, listening, 
and letting the world speak to us from its depths. 

The heart of contemplation is an encounter with unfathomable reality, unmediated by any 
thought or concept or idea. In that encounter, everything changes. Reality touches us and 
we are then unable to stomach the lies we normally tell, the deceptions society 
encourages, and the destructive, exploitative habits and systems in which we are 
embedded.  

Contemplation is a revolution that alters our inner and outer lives. Looking inward, we 
see that the self is a fiction; it is hollow; it has no substance. Looking outward we see that 
everything is interrelated; everything—absolutely everything—belongs to and contributes 
to and derives its essential existence from a system of interrelated systems. Nothing can 
be understood without also understanding its context, its relationships, its 
interdependencies. Reality is the whole of everything, creating itself through its 
relationships. 
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Contemplation brings us to a complete stop. When we stop trying to fit the world into 
some preconceived idea that we have of it, we are faced with the world as it is in its 
fullness. The entire universe is present. Nothing exists in isolation from the whole. 

Contemplation is inherently ecological because it involves recognizing the wild, 
interactive and intricate interrelationship of everything. To speak of “contemplative 
ecology” is simply to make that insight explicit: interrelationship is the essential nature of 
reality. The contemplative way is embraced by interrelationship at every level, in 
everything we do and everything we are. 

The Exploitative Normalcy of Civilization 

To understand what contemplation has to say about the ecological crisis, we need to see it 
as a radical, counter-cultural movement. When I use the word radical, I don’t mean 
extreme or violent. I mean it goes to the root. 

In the words of religious historian John Dominic Crossan, the contemplative life is 

"a profoundly explicit no to the profoundly implicit yes by which we usually 
accept life's normalcies… It presumes that there is something fundamentally 
wrong with the way of the world—not something that could be easily fixed, 
changed or improved but something so profoundly and radically wrong that only 
something profoundly and radically opposite could remedy it." (1998. The Birth 
of Christianity) 

That second part is a very good summary of how I feel about the ecological crisis: 

“not something that can be easily fixed, changed or improved but something so 
profoundly and radically wrong that only something profoundly and radically 
opposite can remedy it.”  

The first part, "The profoundly implicit yes by which we usually accept life's 
normalcies," refers to everything we take for granted in our life. That is a rather large 
package of beliefs and strategies, mostly learned in early childhood, that became 
unconscious. Those strategies were the result of our attempts to gain social status, to get 
attention, to fit in. But “life’s normalcies” especially refers to another concept that 
appears in Crossan's writing: the exploitative nature of civilization. Exploitation and 
inequity have been baked into the structures of western civilization from the very 
beginning and for those of us who are civilized human beings, they are baked into our 
assumptions about who we are and how to live.  

We unconsciously accept these assumptions as normal. We are so deeply immersed in 
civilization’s exploitative normalcy, that we can’t even see how abnormally destructive it 
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really is. If we never examine these assumptions, our entire life is an implicit affirmation 
of the normal violence of an exploitative system. 

In response to the power of civilization to destroy life itself, the contemplative asks a 
fundamental, existential question: Who am I? Especially, who am I if not what my 
society tells me to be? Who am I when the society defining our roles is fundamentally 
dysfunctional, when its assumptions and commitments are insane, when the frames it 
uses to describe the world, the frames we use because we were born and raised in this 
culture, are a disaster? 

As I see it, most of our responses to the ecological crisis are attempts to make superficial 
changes to our familiar economic, social and psychological systems, without changing 
our selves at all! We might be convinced to buy a new electric car, but giving up freedom 
to travel wherever we wish, whenever we wish cuts too close to our sense of self for 
comfort. 

Contemplation is radical because it grounds us in reality. At its best, contemplation sees 
through every façade and exposes every deception—our own deceptions and those in the 
culture around us. It reveals what we would rather keep hidden, even from ourselves. It 
makes explicit the implicit norms of society, especially the presence of those norms in 
one’s own beliefs and behaviors.  

This is what most clearly distinguishes contemplation from activism. Although the 
contemplative critique of society may be very sharp, it begins its inquiry into the truth by 
examining one’s own self. It is not interested in blaming or changing others; it faces with 
honesty one’s own habitual patterns of thought and behavior. But it does not end there! 
Personal transformation and societal transformation are inextricably intertwined. The 
mind and the society are not separate; they create each other. If we exclude the internal 
and focus only on the external, we ignore half of the system. If we work as political 
activists, but ignore the violence and prejudice of our own minds, the system will 
replicate itself through our own minds. We will unknowingly be the vehicles of its 
continuation. If we exclude the external and focus only on the internal, we exclude the 
other half. If we focus on inner peace, even if we have wonderful experiences of spiritual 
awakening, and we ignore the socio-political aspects of the system, the system will 
replicate itself through our social relations. If we bring the inner and the outer together 
into one interactive system, we shake the foundations of many of our most cherished 
beliefs and behaviors and traditions. 

Sometimes we have to leave society in order to see its violence clearly. We at least need 
to carve out a little space to slow down, to be still, to pay attention, to listen. Something 
has to stop us in our tracks, to disrupt the perpetual motion of self and society. We need 
solitude and silence to begin to understand the nature of things. However, one of the first 
things any contemplative discovers when they settle into solitude is that the roots of 
suffering are intertwined with their own psyche, their own identity. Even a true hermit 
has to deal with the ways that the violence of their society and their relationships has 
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been internalized and is still present, even in themselves, despite their solitude. Seeing 
this lays the foundation for real, essential change. 

Breaking the Frame 

Our perception of reality is shaped by social norms and personal beliefs. At times, we 
find ourselves stuck in a situation where we cannot move forward because we are unable 
to see the dysfunctional way we frame our reality. The crisis manifests externally, in our 
relationships and in a world of violence, but the impasse is not due to something external; 
it is internal. It lies in our inability to see our frame as a frame. If we could see it, maybe 
we could step outside of it, but we can’t because our perspective, our frame, is just “what 
is.” Most critically, it is “who I am.” 

The only way to proceed is for something to break the frame. Some event, some person, 
some loss, some unexpected gap in the noise, some extraordinary creature comes along 
and shatters our complacency, challenges our sense of reality, and, if we are open to it, 
breaks our frame. When the frame breaks, for a few minutes or days or months, the 
floodgates open to reality. We drop the frame, and reality speaks for itself without our 
constant reframing of it to fit our self-centered needs and worldview. In terms of the 
ecological crisis, we are accustomed to a way of life that is destructive and dysfunctional 
and deadly. Allowing the frame to break is hard because it is so deeply embedded in our 
identities. It may require an intervention. Something outside of us may need to break the 
frame for us. Even then, we need to be ready to accept the break, not to resist it, and to 
embrace the disorientation that comes in its wake. Contemplation is not an easy road to 
walk. In addition to revealing what we would rather keep hidden, it robs us of the excuses 
and rationalizations we normally use to justify our behavior. 

Emptiness Is the Immeasurable 

Now we come to the heart of contemplation. What is it? What does it bring to the 
ecological crisis? What is it about contemplation that has the power to disrupt long-held 
cultural and personal habits? What is it that we discover in silence, and what is obscured 
by our incessant noise and busyness? 

Describing the essence of contemplation is not easy. Words can only diminish the reality. 
Of the many inadequate words one can try to use to describe the heart of contemplation, 
the one I prefer is “emptiness.” 

Emptiness is not an esoteric experience that one acquires through years of spiritual 
practice. Emptiness cannot be gained or lost. It does not mean having a quiet mind or 
being "in the flow." Emptiness is neither spaciousness nor openness. It is not a 
heightened state of awareness or consciousness. It is also not despair or suffering or 
depression. Emptiness is not a state of mind. 
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Emptiness is the immeasurable.  

Emptiness is the unfathomable depths of reality.  

Emptiness is the actual.  

Emptiness is the unbridled power and presence of the whole universe, invisible and 
visible, background and foreground, silence and sound. 

Emptiness is wild, untameable, incomprehensible, life-giving, life-altering, unbroken 
wholeness.  

The encounter with emptiness is any encounter with reality that is not mediated by a 
conceptual framework, not fragmented by thought, not diminished with words.  

Our minds can't fully comprehend, define or describe the emptiness of the actual, but we 
can be touched by it, and that touch changes everything. 

The contemplative life is devotion to this emptiness, devotion to the immeasurable, 
devotion to unfathomable reality, devotion to the actual. 

By contrast, most of us spend our lives in devotion to the known, to what we believe, to 
what we understand, to the ways in which our minds reduce reality to something we can 
manage with our limited brains. We devote our life energy to pressing the actual into our 
familiar individual templates. Through contemplation we find the emptiness that allows 
the actual to live and breathe and be what it is, without constantly imposing our needs 
and expectations and limited understanding onto it. Touched by the infinitely 
unknowable, nothing can ever be the same. Life is so much more than this petty little 
mind can grasp! 

Being Emptied 

The word "emptiness" works as the touchstone of the contemplative life for another 
reason. To come into contact with reality, we must see past all of our experiences of the 
world, which are partial glimpses at best, all of our beliefs about the world and ourselves, 
all of our opinions, all of our preferences and fears and desires. We have to be emptied of 
all of that in order to have visceral, nonverbal contact with reality, the reality that lies 
behind our beliefs and ideas and thoughts and words. 

The Separate Self 

The kicker—the thing that turns our life on its ear—is that when we are emptied of the 
framework that we use to make sense of the world, one of the things that we lose is the 
sense of being a separate self.  
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The self, into which we pour so much energy, is a mental construct, a fiction, a mask 
without a face. Our sense of being a separate self is woven from our beliefs and 
memories and habitual ways of behaving. When we are emptied of those things, we 
experience it as a loss of self. Who am I if not my familiar beliefs and patterns of 
behavior? Who am I if not who I think I am? 

The self I think I am is separation. That self is constructed by drawing lines through 
reality, creating the idea of a “me” that is separate from “you.” That idea takes on the 
appearance of solidity, separating the inner from the outer, us from them, human from 
animal and Earth and Cosmos. With that separation comes loneliness and misery, and 
escalating violence down through the generations. That sense of being a separate self is 
so fragile it requires constant maintenance and it can evaporate in an instant when we 
come into contact with something real that we cannot comprehend. 

As we begin to examine our lives, it is like peeling away the layers of an onion. Sensory 
experience. How the mind interprets that experience. Our habitual ways of being in the 
world. Our beliefs. Our prejudices. Our hopes. Our desires. Our fierce attachments. Our 
identities. Layer upon layer. When the final layer is peeled away, what is left? Nothing is 
left. But what is that nothing? 

The Infinite Desires of the Self 

The illusion of the separate self has ecological implications. Unlike a physical body with 
limited needs, the self has unlimited desires. This is the internal aspect of the exploitative 
normalcy of civilization. Infinite growth and exploitation are not just economic models; 
they are the internal models of the self. We seek infinite expansion of the economy, and 
infinite expansion and perpetuation of our selves. We exploit and dominate others to 
maintain our sense of being separate selves.  

The self has infinite desires because it is not real. Have you ever had a dream in which 
you are thirsty, and you drink and you drink and you cannot satisfy your thirst? You 
probably really are thirsty in your physical body, and if you could wake up and drink you 
would be satisfied immediately. But in a dream you cannot satisfy your thirst. The self is 
a dream character. It’s been made up by the mind out of its images of itself. It cannot be 
satisfied because it does not truly exist. 

Society encourages us to believe and act as if we are hungry selves with infinite desires 
that must be fulfilled and that the rest of the world exists only to satisfy those desires. A 
society that is built on the assumption that the self is real and that it is the most important 
thing in the whole world—that society, that civilization, that economy will ultimately 
fail. But along the way it will lead to infinite exploitation and immense suffering because 
it is trying to satisfy a host of dream characters that can never be satisfied and can never 
stop seeking satisfaction. 
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It is not going to be easy to provide food and shelter and stable community for 9-10 
billion humans in the coming decades, alongside a vibrant population of wild plants and 
animals, but it is absolutely impossible to provide for 9-10 billion “hungry selves” and 
still preserve the living world. To resolve the ecological crisis, we must fundamentally 
reorient ourselves and reject the assumptions of western civilization and industrial 
capitalism that are built an a foundation of resource extraction, exploitation of human and 
animal labor, infinite growth in material and energy use and monetary wealth, 
maintaining power over others, and the commodification of everything, ultimately 
aligning all value with financial gain. 

We have to abandon the economy that demands infinite growth on a finite planet and we 
have to see very clearly that the self is infinitely needy, that it always wants more for 
itself, that it tries to perfect and defend itself, that it manipulates the world for its own 
benefit and creates itself by creating enemies and asserting its superiority. 

We can play around with sources of energy and materials and means of transportation. 
We can fill the world with heat pumps and electric cars, solar panels and wind turbines. 
Some of that may be necessary, but as long as we are operating within the psycho-social 
system of infinite growth and exploitation, we are not going to solve the problems of 
habitat destruction, species extinction, pollution in its many forms, global warming and 
the ways these interact with and amplify each other to tear at the fabric of life. 

No Separation 

The ecological crisis encompasses more than just carbon emissions and habitat 
destruction. It is rooted in the fact that the entire system of civilization is built on the lie 
that you and I exist as separate selves, disconnected from each other, separate from the 
natural world, separate from the other animals, separate from the plants, separate from the 
soil, separate from the water and the air. 

Free of the separate self, we are also free of the influences of commercial advertising, 
societal expectations, corporate news programs and social media telling us who and what 
we should be. We are free of the manipulative messages that tell us we are lacking 
something essential, and the market has exactly what we need, at a price! 

Seeing through the illusion of the separate self therefore has the potential to unravel the 
entire exploitation system. As the grip of the illusory self loosens, fear and greed fall 
away and no longer drive us toward behaviors that isolate us and harm the living world. 
They are replaced with love and affection and simple sufficiency, rooted in a deep 
understanding of our actual needs. Satisfaction is found not in more, but in less, in the 
emptiness of the actual. 

Remember, emptiness is not a negative state of despair or meaninglessness. Rather, it is 
the recognition of the fullness of everything that exists, beyond the barriers of our 
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perceptions. When we understand this, we realize that true abundance lies in letting go of 
the illusions of separation and being embraced by the interconnectedness of all things. 

Radical Inclusivity 

Communities are often defined as much by whom or what they exclude as by whom they 
include. Ecology and contemplation share a fundamental understanding: there is no such 
thing as a separate thing. Not one speck of dust can be separated from the fabric of 
reality. Therefore everything and everyone belongs equally to the community of life. 
How this plays out in the particulars of cooperation and competition for survival may not 
always be clear, and requires careful attention to the specific circumstances. However, 
this is at the heart of the contemplative ecological perspective: everything belongs, 
everything requires respect, and everything has its place. Whether the boundary being 
drawn is that of the self, the community, the nation, or the species, exclusivity violates 
the fundamental interconnectedness of reality. 

The Whole Movement of Life 

We think we are separate from and superior to other people, the other animals, the plants. 
The separate self demands constant comparison in order to assert its superiority. This 
sense of human and individual separation and superiority is reinforced constantly by the 
dominant culture and its stories and memes.  

The human mind has invented this fiction, this self-image, and trotted it out as our 
essential being. If we pay careful attention and we turn off the noise and chatter, we can 
notice the gaps in any ordinary day when the self-mechanism stops or shudders or goes 
quiet in the face of something unexpected. You might notice it in the moments just after 
waking, before the mind kicks in with its self-regenerating chatter, when the body is alert 
but the mind is quiet. 

When the self is seen through, what remains is what has been here all along: the deep, 
dark soil in which we are rooted; the whole movement of life; everything in its intricately 
interrelated actuality. Everything is essentially connected to everything else. Nothing 
exists without its interconnections. This does not mean that everything is the same, or that 
“oneness” erases the diversity, integrity and inscrutability of other beings. Diversity, 
difference, specialization, mystery, and many forms of semi-permeable boundaries exist 
throughout the living world but absolute separation of any one thing (such as a human 
consciousness, identity, soul or spirit) from the whole web of interconnected reality is 
simply not possible. We are always connected to the air, to the water, to the sun, to the 
bacteria in our guts, to the Moon, to each other. 

The interrelated nature of reality is best understood through direct experience. When we 
see through the illusion of the self, we also realize the fullness of life. Seeing that I do not 
exist as a separate self, I also see that interrelationship is the essential nature of reality. 
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We are not separate; we are not superior; we are not alone. We have much in common 
with the other creatures, and there are many ways in which we can be in relationship with 
them. We are inextricably intertwined with everything at the very root of our being. The 
other creatures, the plants, the animals, the soil, are not resources to be extracted, bought 
and sold. They are not objects to be studied. We are absolutely dependent on them for our 
existence. They are colleagues, companions, friends and sometimes food and sometimes 
threats to our health and safety. Regardless, we are part of each other. We are each other.  

Through the encounter with emptiness, this is seen and heard and felt. It becomes the 
foundation of our live, not just an ornament on our preexisting existential frameworks. 

This is nothing extraordinary or strange or esoteric. It is our natural condition but it is 
eclipsed by our hyperactive mental machinery. It is pushed to the margins by a 
mechanistic, technological and essentially exploitative society. But it remains, waiting for 
us to return our attention to it, to listen. When we fall back into the embrace of the way of 
life right now, right here, it is a relief and a homecoming, but it is not the result of 
anything we have done. It is not something we have attained through effort. It is not an 
accomplishment due to our cleverness or diligence. 

It is what is waiting when we stop running away. It is what emerges into the foreground 
when we stand in silence in the midst of all that is. 

What is waiting when the separate self falls away is a great love; not the possessive love 
of one who seeks another to fill some need, but the unbounded love of everything for 
what it is, simply for being; life itself. Being here, being this—this whole life, this whole 
world—is all we are and all we need. 

We are part of each other; we are each other; one movement of life together. 

Listening 

When we no longer need to prop up the facade of our selves, the life energy once 
consumed by this task becomes available for other purposes. We can then listen, observe, 
create, and serve alongside the other beings who inhabit and enrich the world. We can 
allow reality to speak for itself in its own tongue, in its own time, in its own, 
incomprehensible way. Or not to speak. When we are not trying to get it to serve us, we 
can give the world the space not to reveal itself at all if it doesn’t want to. Every being 
has its own integrity, it’s own way in the world, its own needs. When we stop demanding 
that they serve us and our desires, we can begin to attend to them on their terms. We can 
begin to appreciate them for what they are in and of themselves. And we can respect their 
privacy and their need to be free of us. In other words, we can enter into a genuine, 
respectful relationship with them. 
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Moving from emptiness to the sensory world can be challenging because our senses act 
as filters, screening out most of reality to give us only what we need to survive. 
Therefore, although our senses are closer to the truth than our mental frameworks, they 
are not perfect windows on the world. To connect with the natural world, we must 
immerse ourselves in it and attend to it without imposing any agenda. 

Contemplation involves paying attention to our surroundings as well as our inner world. 
Look at the sky. Gaze at the stars. Feel the wind. Watch a salamander wend its way 
through its world. Listen to the birds, especially the birds. They are the great messengers 
of the living world. Our hearing sensitivity is tuned to bird song. We are physically tuned, 
not to hear each other, but to hear the voices of the birds. So listening to the birds, not to 
identify them, just to listen, to hear as best we can what they are saying, is a kind of 
gateway to nature connection. 

We live in a vision-dominated culture, so listening can help break the frame of our way 
of seeing the world. For many people, the simple act of listening brings about that subtle 
but significant shift in perspective from "me in here, listening to that out there" to 
"everything being itself together." The center of attention collapses and everything just is, 
without a center and without boundary.  

The commentator in our heads, which maintains our sense of being a separate self, is 
unable to operate when we are listening fully. Thus, attentive listening diminishes our 
sense of self and accentuates the presence of the living world. Contemplative listening 
penetrates the heart; it changes us by reminding us that life is not about our wants and 
desires; it is about the well-being of the whole biotic community. Listening to the land 
and responding to its needs may require us to forego what we want and need. 

There are many voices in the world who do not speak with a human voice. The wind and 
the birds and the trees and the silence have their own language. Listening to them and 
responding to them and living cooperatively with them requires stillness of mind and 
attentiveness at the core. 

Living in the Presence of the Actual 

Contemplative ecology means living in the presence of the actual. It is not a mental 
exercise. It requires an ongoing relationship with unfathomable reality that confounds the 
mind and locates us in the interrelationship of everything. The actual is not cozy and self-
affirming. It is wild (fierce, untameable, uncontrollable). It is awesome (powerful, 
fearful, holy). It is terrible (causing one to tremble). It is a disaster for our sense of self 
and a radical challenge to the exploitative normalcy of human civilization.  

Our understanding of contemplative ecology comes as we explore the implications of 
living in the presence of the actual in our particular circumstances: how are we insulating 
ourselves from reality; how are we projecting our desires onto it; how are our thoughts 
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eclipsing its vitality; what lies behind the façade of our limited experiences, expectations 
and prejudices; what is real and what is illusion; what is the nature of wildness, and what 
can we learn from our non-human kin about living in the real world; what is needed, right 
here, right now, for the whole movement of life to thrive in this particular place? 

These questions never receive a final answer. They are answered and asked again and 
again as we live in the presence of unfathomable reality and the interrelationship of 
everything every moment of every day. 

Contemplation is the loss of everything we think we are or think we should become to be 
embraced by what is, the whole of everything. Contemplation is life in devotion to 
everything in its actuality. It is grounded in both the infinitely unknowable and the very 
particular place and time and peoples of here and now. It is a unity and a plurality. It is 
silence and it is song. It is emptiness and it is the whole movement of life. 


