The Practice of Inner Habitat Restoration

A Contemplative Approach to Sustainability Studies

By Kurt Hoelting

Wilderness As Contemplative Classroom 


I am an educator, but my classroom lies far outside the academy. For the past eighteen years I have been a wilderness guide in Alaska, leading weeklong contemplative sea kayaking journeys in the coastal wilderness of Alaska’s Tongass National Forest. This immersive experience within the seascape and soundscape of a primal old growth forest on the Northwest Coast, held in the company of wolf, black bear, orca, salmon and bald eagle, invariably stirs a more visceral understanding among participants of why it matters to care for the living earth. It offers a powerful reminder of the wild soil out of which our human species emerged, and to which we remain dependent for our biological and emotional well being. I hold these special seminars for university professors, clergy and rabbis, environmental activists, health care professionals, and other community leaders. 


The common thread that draws us together in Alaska is a deep yearning for renewal, both personal and ecological. Some of my students come from religious backgrounds, while others are secular in their orientation. But they all bring to our wilderness classroom a desire to re-connect with something larger than themselves, something more encompassing than the human-centric, technologically driven lives most of us now lead. 


Our core text is natural silence, set to the beat of physical exertion within one of the wildest coastal ecosystems left on the planet. Our daily assignment is simply to enter this wild silence with a listening heart, and see what forgotten dimensions of ourselves we might discover there. When we are back at camp after a day on the paddle, we gather around the campfire to share news of our discoveries. 


From this perch on Alaska’s wild edge, our accumulated roles and titles soon drop away. We become a band of humans making our way under our own power through a more-than-human world, like so many previous generations before us. Unplugged from the relentless media distractions of our contemporary culture, the silence comes alive. Held by the spaciousness of our own shared silence, we wake up to the many voices of the non-human world - the call of raven and eagle, the breathing of sea lions and humpback whale, the howl of a wolf, or the wind stirring the Sitka spruce forest. These voices out of the silence remind us continually that we are not alone, and that nature speaks many languages beyond the domain of human speech. 


We spend long hours abiding in that fruitful silence, falling gradually under its spell. When it is time to “hold council” around the evening fire, we choose our words carefully, and talk of what matters most deeply in our lives. Our words, joined now by these many other voices, take on a revivified meaning and power. Bolstered by the gift of unfettered time, the staggering abundance of nature, and the pleasure of more grounded human community, we remember the immensity of the life force we share with all other living things. Our smallest actions regain their significance once again. 


The catalytic ingredient in this curriculum is the act of sustained listening itself, the willingness to allow silence to get a word in edgewise. Our choice to refrain from human speech in the company of others does not come at the expense of our human connections. To the contrary, such shared silences free us to see each other more clearly, and to sense into the true depth of our interdependence. Through our shared silences we begin to speak with our beings rather than our mouths. Our morning meditations, and our hours of silent kayaking within a primal landscape, engender a culture of listening, a practice of continual homecoming. This, in turn, amplifies our felt sense of belonging to each other that opens new channels of felt connection. 


In a time of steep ecological decline, we also come to understand with fresh urgency how much our daily choices matter, even as we gain fresh appreciation for how immense our own inner habitat truly is. It is difficult to tap the resources of our inner life if we don’t think we have one, so it matters greatly that we renew our acquaintance with the inner habitat of heart and mind that actually drives our capacity to care. Directly experiencing the intertwined immensities of our inner and outer landscape breaks the spell of an assumed separation between self and other, self and world. 


Joining the heart with silence, we are thrust into a forgotten wilderness within, encountering its dual potential for resilience and despair, compassion and fear, reconciliation and violent disregard. We are sobered, humbled, bewildered and uplifted by the awesome scale of this inner terrain. The world becomes less abstract and more alive. A space is opened for fresh upwellings of curiosity about a world that includes us, but does not belong to us. Conversations around the campfire no longer stop with intellectual understandings of the crises we face. They do not content themselves with a mere recitation of facts and trends. From a place of enhanced inner spaciousness, we become alert to our own tendencies toward denial and despair, our impulses to shut down in the presence of difficult emotions. We build courage to face the inner storms of fear and hopelessness, isolation and cynicism, cultivating in their place a posture of curiosity and open-heartedness in the face of often painful and unanswerable questions. We probe deeper into why it matters to care for our endangered earth, and how such love might be engendered.

With our hearts aroused to the beauty and fragility of our shared Nature, “sustainability” ceases to be an abstract concept, and takes on the emotional valence needed to generate more decisive responses to the urgent ecological challenges we face. We tap this inner valence each time we take steps in the direction of balance and wholeness from the nexus of the moment at hand. This is the mysterious alchemy at the heart of contemplative living. The smallest action on behalf of the common good, if it is aligned with the wide open possibilities of the present moment, sows seeds of resilience and joy, regardless of how menacing the storm clouds on the horizon may be. Our next paddle stroke, if taken consciously with an unhurried mind, open us to the immensity of our lives in the rich details of the moment at hand. We can taste, smell, feel and touch that aliveness if we are not caught in the back eddies of worry and anxiety about past and future prospects. Stroke by stroke we create the currents of resilience from which a heartfelt engagement with reality can blossom. Moment by moment we hold denial or despair at bay by embracing the life energy that is in and around us always, right here and now. Learning to access these inner reaches of our nature ensures that our actions will spring more from love than from rancor and fear. Joining our actions with a regular practice of contemplative listening, we nurture the resilience that can sustain our actions over the long haul. 

Bringing the Lessons Home

In my experience as a teacher, this combination of wild immersion with direct contemplative engagement has shown itself to be extraordinarily transformative for participants. I often receive letters and emails from former students, sometimes years after their experience in Alaska. Here are some examples in their own words. A lawyer from Atlanta wrote:
“I think sometimes we have no idea how we touch people's lives, and I wanted to let you know how deeply you touched mine. In the summer of 1997, as you may recall, I was with you on an Inside Passages trip. At that time, I had spent very little time in a kayak, and had only recently begun a meditation practice. The time with you in Alaska was transformative for me in many respects. Kayaking has become a deep love of mine. Perhaps a more profound gift that I took away from that week was a deeper commitment to my meditation practice. What I discovered and continue to discover is how deeply transformative an ongoing meditation practice can be.”

 
An artist in Minneapolis sent me these thoughts four years after her contemplative trip,

“The profundity of the experience stays with me and I keep doing my

part to bring what I learned from it into as many aspects of my work, my

life, my art, and with my friends, as possible. And in this weird, convoluted time we live in, I appreciate all the more how you are actively engaging those who can really change and enrich the world through deep experience with the most pristine wilderness.”

An activist from New Jersey wrote:

“There are not enough words to describe just how pivotal and life-changing I found the Alaska trip. The beauty was more astounding than any I have ever witnessed, but more importantly, the meditation made me completely open to the magical moments pervasive in every breath. I have carried that back home with me. Through meditation I feel as if I am living a new, more open life even amidst normal occurrences.”

A university professor in Seattle wrote:

“The trip was magnificent; there is so much that I am trying to keep in my life on a daily basis. What's easy, however, is my sense of being nurtured, of being in a part of the world where silence grew and bloomed, where there was space lovingly made for all sorts of growth, healing, and connection.”


Clearly something has been evoked in the inner lives of these leaders that goes much deeper than a mere shift in intellectual understanding. For me, this points to the need to create more radically contemplative pedagogies within the academy as well as outside of it, to engender a deeper level of engagement with the process of reflection, and a greater capacity to withstand - to “stand with” - the difficult ecological truths of our time. 


Regardless of the form our classroom takes, or the specific subject matter involved, when we present the distressing facts behind current ecological and climate science, it is no small assignment to sail with our students into these turbulent seas. Given the decreasing odds that our journey will land us anytime soon back in safe waters, it may be as emotionally challenging for us as teachers as it is for our students, to push off from the relative safety of the abstract facts of the matter. We risk capsizing into overwhelm and despair. 


The depth of our current crisis cannot be solved at the level of science and technology alone. If we teach from the vantage of 20th Century beliefs in scientific progress and prowess, we prepare our students for a world that no longer matches reality. Students entering our colleges and universities today have grown up during the hottest two decades in recorded history, and are charged with making sense of a host of environmental and social ills that no previous generation of humans have had to face. We seem to have passed a tipping point where super-storms, droughts, floods and wildfires of unprecedented severity are becoming routine in every region of the globe.
 Our earth has left behind the Holocene Era – the ten thousand-year “sweet spot” of stable, human-friendly climate that fueled our astonishing technological rise as a species. In its place we have entered a new epoch that some are calling the “Anthropocene”, in which a carbon-spewing human species has become the dominant geological force shaping the future of life on earth.


Never have we stood in greater need of the stabilizing capacities that are the domain of our “inner habitat” of heart and mind; resilience, fortitude, compassion, joy, and the ability to take the long view. Never before has the need for an “examined life” loomed larger - the capacity to periodically “push pause” and turn inward to cultivate less reactive, fear-driven and consumptive patterns of living in a time of shrinking ecological prospects. Restoring a more vibrant balance in our classrooms between outcome-based learning (the acquisition of specified knowledge and marketable skills), and process-based learning (reflection and mature self-awareness), seems more important than ever. This may be especially true in the domain of sustainability studies, where the prospects of 20th century-style “progress” toward goals of environmental restoration are clearly receding. 


This means finding creative and academically credible ways of bringing the reflective tools of contemplative discipline back into our sustainability curriculum. Several of my colleagues within the academy are bringing elements of contemplative practice into the classroom as a way of inviting a more open, less emotionally constricted engagement with disturbing topics like climate change. Some begin class with a few minutes of silence, relaxation exercises, guided reflection, poetry, or reflective writing. Five minutes of silence at the beginning of class, for example, if made a routine part of the classroom culture, can be surprisingly fruitful in opening the space for a more relaxed engagement with the class material. A philosophy professor at the University of Washington often begins his environmental philosophy classes that way. He calls this practice "arriving fully to the classroom."  As he puts it, 
“Students seem to understand the point of it with minimal instruction. I believe it enhances initial attentiveness to conceptually difficult and emotionally challenging material, helps in the process of listening to others, and encourages students to care for their own thought processes (in a culture that seems to encourage amazing laxity in dealing with one's own ideas and beliefs).” 


One political science professor from the University of Washington has found that “opening up this space of self-inquiry fosters a more integrative relationship with the course material than would be otherwise possible”. Even in large lecture classes these contemplative exercises can generate a surprisingly positive response from students. She notes that, 

“Regardless of the personal insights that might emerge from the exercise, students learn to cultivate patience and curiosity in the face of uncomfortable information - a skill that is likely to be helpful in many aspects of their lives.” 
 

In a large lecture class on global environmental politics, during a section on climate change, she began the class with silence, then had her students sit quietly, bringing attention to their emotional responses, while she reviewed certain key facts about climate change. She later sent out the following electronic poll, asking students to choose the answer that best reflected their experience with this exercise. This is the response she received:

1) This exercise was not a good use of my time. 


2%

2) I feel neutral about this exercise.




0%

3) I was grateful for the respite from my harried life.

66%

4) I gained significant insights into myself in a changing climate.
32%

98% of this large lecture class, polled anonymously, found the contemplative exercise to be in some way positive and helpful in navigating the difficult subject matter of the class. 


Wherever possible, especially in the context of sustainability studies, it is crucial to leaven our teaching with opportunities for direct contact with the natural world. For example, students in an environmental philosophy class at Seattle University that uses my book The Circumference of Home
 as a text, sends its students out on foot to explore to explore widening circles in the vicinity of the university, noting what they see and feel at three miles per hour that they may never have noticed before. Students report being shocked by how much they’ve missed by never traveling on foot in the city; the number of natural sounds and small nooks of natural beauty that are inaccessible to our senses in a car or a bus, but that immediately come alive on foot. They report a more relaxed and connected tone to conversations when out walking with friends, and are often surprised to find that the distances to familiar places are not as daunting as they expected - that connecting these places under their own power, with their senses more fully deployed, creates a richer sense of neighborhood and place. That usually translates into a greater sense of caring for the well being of the places they now more fully embrace as their own.
 Stephanie Kaza writes that, “Much of our ignorance about ecological degradation is the result of not seeing, not smelling, not tasting, not hearing, and not feeling the deeper impacts of environmental suffering.”

The seeds of moral grounding and emotional resilience in the face of such wide-angle suffering do not grow well in a soil of hard science alone, without being fertilized by forms of inquiry that are wide enough, and spacious enough, to embrace the limits of our human control over nature without losing heart. The stakes have become simply too great to bear with the help of scientific facts alone, or the public policy pronouncements we may seek to draw from these facts. As the late Vaclav Havel has said, 

“Hope is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart . . . It is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.”

Our task with students in sustainability studies is not to take refuge in the mere dispensing of facts without reference to their implications in our emotional lives. Nor should we offer false hopes or unrealistic expressions of optimism that the facts themselves do not support. Increasingly, our role as teachers must include the modeling of courageous, openhearted inquiry that can bear the weight of the facts, even as we seek to honestly engage with the realities these facts point toward. 


In a strange way, our collision with ecological limits is forcing the issue of contemplative engagement onto the front burner of pedagogical concern for those of us who choose to stand with our students in the heat of these daunting realities. There is a profound vulnerability that comes with admitting that we do not have answers to many of these emerging questions, and an equally profound sense of dishonesty if we pretend that we do. In a period of escalating uncertainty about our human future, we may have lost the luxury of being the “experts” our students have long expected us to be, delivering sanitized abstractions about the declining state of the natural world as if these realities do not bear equally heavily upon us. 


My “wilderness classroom” in Alaska is not exempt from the reach of our changing climate, seen in the clear evidence of receding glaciers, disappearing snowfields, and dying forests at the mercy of climate-related pest outbreaks like the spruce aphid in Southeast Alaska. We feel and see these inconvenient truths in even the most remote and “pristine” landscapes. No artificial wilderness boundary can keep these emerging forces at bay, because our interdependence with all life goes much deeper than mere lines drawn on a map. Learning to take responsibility for such trends, without losing heart, is now part of the core curriculum of being human. So crucial are these next years to our prospects for survival that many environmentalists are calling this the “decisive decade” in human history.


The act of taking responsibility has become a fundamentally contemplative task, because it requires the courage to question our core beliefs and assumptions about what it means to be human in the emerging Anthropocene. The pace of change, and the scope of challenge to our existing paradigms, is bringing enormous stress to bear on all sectors of our society. Students feel this stress deeply, and while they may be looking to us for answers, our deepest task as teachers may be to help them embrace the questions themselves, seeing our response to these challenges as a creative work-in-progress.

This attitude can be seeded in small ways within the conventional classroom environment. It can be done informally through the open-heartedness with which we approach these challenging topics, and our willingness to stand with our students in the emotional dissonance these questions often evoke. We can also introduce more formal practices of listening in the midst of routine academic inquiries, using carefully selected poetry
, for example, to deepen our appreciation of the power of words and language to motivate action. We might introduce periods of reflective journaling, or begin our class sessions with a few minutes of shared or guided silence, as suggested earlier. These small contemplative gestures are being employed routinely now by teachers who have gained a familiarity and comfort with silence themselves, and I have watched many time as even small gestures of contemplative “presence-building” in a classroom environment can transform the subsequent discourse in viscerally positive ways. It is not necessary to travel to a far-away wilderness to access the wild and life-giving energy of our inner creative lives. The smallest details of our lives, if held in open awareness, can brim with the energy of wildness that is always literally present beneath our feet.


Still, my experiments designing wilderness-based contemplative curricula in Alaska suggest that this pedagogical shift thrives best when it can occasionally open beyond the boundaries of conventional classroom teaching. It also comes forcefully to life during immersive encounters with the wider scope of nature that lies beyond the bounds of human architecture and artifact. It thrives also in the domain of silent reflection. All the better when these two dimensions of inner and outer nature can be made whole again as one, and brought to bear on what it means to be fully human in a post-Holocene world.   


What I bring home with my students from the wild edge of Alaska is a heightened awareness that our interdependence with all of life is visceral and non-negotiable. But this understanding is only a beginning. It is a springboard into our ongoing challenge of manifesting this truth in our actual daily lives back home. Creating an enduring future for our children and grandchildren will take everything we have, all the maturity and courage and adaptive capacity that is our uniquely human endowment. And the journey forward always begins Now, in the way we open ourselves, again and again, to what we do not yet understand, and by the way we honor each other’s efforts to live into the questions themselves. 


This commitment to accept the truth of our circumstances with an open heart is inherently a contemplative practice, because it forces us to trust an emergence that is not yet visible or fully understood. To acknowledge the gaps between where we are and where we need to be, without judging ourselves for it, is a contemplative act. To give our best efforts to change without being attached to results is a contemplative act. To choose curiosity and self-compassion over denial and despair is a contemplative act. To choose community over isolation is a contemplative act. To abide discouragement and loss without giving up hope is a contemplative act. And it is a fruit of the contemplative life to know, all the way down to our bones, that no matter how deep the darkness, the ground on which we stand will always remain holy ground.  
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