
Self Reflection 

By Massimiliano Calligola

It is hard to reflect on the reasons for my being at Schumacher college for this module in a few words. Certainly, right from the beginning, it has not been easy — but perhaps not for the reasons one might expect. I seemed to resist it, and at first I couldn’t work out why. Perhaps the rhythms of the community, I thought; or maybe the fact of being again a ‘student’, which I have been so many times in my life already. It was as if I wanted to ‘differentiate’ myself — but in reference to what, or whom? Hard to say, but one thing is clear: my main struggle, often, is with ‘human’ environments; I seem to have a lot less trouble with the so called “more-than-human” realm. In fact, as the days went by, things eased off, and I found myself settling in the rhythms of a community, which, to me had some ‘monastic’ qualities about itself — which I liked. But I did not settle completely. 

Perhaps, this is partly as I was coming with a rather heavy baggage: last year had not been an easy one. Two people I considered meaningful in my life had taken their lives, and I still wondered how two such beautiful and rich souls could get to the conclusion that it was no longer worth staying on this planet. Although the wound of their loss is slowly healing, it was still very present during this time at Schumacher; the reflection is ongoing — and it could not be otherwise. At the root of their act, to me, is disconnection, and lack of faith in the deepest sense — not necessarily in God, but in the fact that our Earth, Creation, is a benevolent, plentiful and living entity, which can nourish and sustain us in deep ways — if we only allow her to. But their act left me no other choice than exploring even deeper the mystery of existence, and our relation to Mother Earth, through my own experience — the only one I can legitimately claim. And if there is one thing that comes natural to me, that is self-reflection: but this time I felt that it was not enough. I had to find a different lead.
 
But I didn’t know how — so I trusted, as usual, my intuition, and decided to use the opportunity of spending this time at Schumacher by trying to remain open more than I usually am, follow the hints and leads that could come from different, and unexpected, sources. The first suggestion I took on, that I decided to follow thoroughly every time that I had a chance, was to open up to the poetic mind — and this, slowly, I started to do. For some reason, I’ve always had a strange, ambivalent relationship to poetry, but I sensed that this time I should allow this interweave of inner and outer in more unusual ways. There were times in my life, many years ago, when I used to read (and write) poetry — and my favourite poets were, at different times, Emily Dickinson, Robert Frost, Antonio Machado, Walt Whitman, Wordsworth, and the Italians Leopardi and Foscolo. But this was alternated with long periods without poetry, neither read nor written. But ‘poetry’ was never far away, as it can in fact also be found in unusual places — song lines, dreams — and certainly in the natural world; so, in this sense, it never really abandoned me. Thus, as I believe that there really is no barrier between us and the natural world, in the same way, I’ve opened to the suggestion that I could explore the connection between inner and outer through poetry, following the hints that were suggested during coursework. “Words are flying out/like endless rain/into a paper cup” (1), after all.

But it all started with a dream. This is what I wrote after my first night at the college:

“The first thing to strike me about my being here is that last night I dreamt of the large, old trees that are on the estate, in the gardens here. I also dreamt that someone — a girl in our group — was crying and asking me to ‘save her’. I told her, perhaps rather bluntly (in the dream), that I could not ‘save her’; that nobody can ever ‘save’ anybody else, but as a matter of fact, even though I was feeling slightly guilty for having been perhaps too blunt (or so I thought), at the same time, while I was saying this, I was looking at the trees: large, majestic trunks and branches, bare in winter, without leaves; oaks perhaps; perhaps also limes, beeches, chestnuts … but mainly oaks. And as I woke up and wrote the dream, I thought (and felt, intuitively) that it is perhaps the plants — and the trees in particular — that are actually ‘saving’ us: if there indeed is anything that can ‘save’ us at all, that is plants — and trees in particular”.

And this is the first poem I wrote — as I started exploring the grounds at Schumacher. That morning I had in mind the line of a song by Jarvis Cocker (Pulp), a band I loved in my late twenties for its anarchic — but witty and somewhat elegant — eccentricity, and so I titled the poem thus:

“Lemonade light (Filtering through the trees)” (2)

The outline of the Big Magnolia.
The Majestic Yew
The Mighty Oak
Silhouetted against milky clouds:

Amazing worlds — appear
— through the window.

And I think of Emily Dickinson
closed in her room:
how many trees she must have seen.

Not many, perhaps always the same:
or perhaps many — either way
— they were enough.

An entire life can be spent in a room
contained within a room
in a grain of sand — and yet
— it is eternal. 

Eternity in each moment
is the theme of many Buddhist sutras
Life can be as wide as the ocean —  and yet
it fits into a mustard seed.

The following morning, Stephen Harding said: “An oak is a Quercus robur but also a spiritual being”. Indeed — and that awareness could assist me in going deeper in my poetic search.

The poem that ensued was:

Ecology IS Spirituality?

Mulberry Leaves
Different shades of green
Leaves, live an immortal life
leaves in this book
leaves of life
leaves pressed between pages
leave me the book of life.

But what is life? What is my life?
Who am I? And what am I?
Nothing but a bunch of leaves — in different guise.
In disguise.

Meanwhile,
the garden sleeps in winter
and yet it never does.
I can hear all that activity, all that work
going on in the background:
buds sprouting silently
flowers gathering energy
preparing to bloom.

The squirrels busy themselves around
winter is not fully over yet, for them
— and for blackbirds. 

But perhaps, this poetic streak came also out of a rebellious feeling: I had (and perhaps still have) a lot of open, unanswered questions, such as: “Is the ‘academic perspective’ and being ‘taken seriously by the academic world’ an important issue, for me? Do I need to learn to speak ‘the language of science”? And as I heard those questions often rising during the weeks at Schumacher, the answer was: “I don’t know”. It may be important that some of us are able to speak to the scientific community, but it is not for everybody. And although I will always be one of those who prefer to “go out and be inspired”, I am taking up this challenge, too. After all, over the last few years, I’ve often been told to be able to “sit with the unknowing” — so I am somehow used to do it.

As the first week progressed, one evening I wrote: “I realize that simply by being here my journey is taken that much further and deeper. Perhaps it is Gaia that has led me here; perhaps it is always Her, who has taken me anywhere, and I am simply observing (and enjoying) the ever-changing landscapes. But these few days have already shown me that the journey is going that much deeper now, and I have to do something about it. After this, I cannot simply go back to my old life. I am waiting for an indication or an inspiration on what to do — from Gaia herself, perhaps”. 

When we’ve taken in something intellectually, then we must take it to a more poetic/spiritual/experiential level — but first we need to understand it. Or not? If we want to work with a process more meditatively, should we first understand it intellectually, and then live it as if on a shamanic journey? Or can the two processes go together — be ‘interwoven’, as it were? All I know is that things must be embodied — they cannot remain ‘floating’ in mid-air: grounding is vital. “Be in the air/but not the air/Be in the No-air” (3), wrote that pun-making genius (and excellent musician), Robert Wyatt. 

Then one day we went outside, looking for a ‘portal’, with the task to unite what is inner with the outer. I wrote this poem:

“Purple Haze”

Drops dripping from the stairs, here begins
A multi-level, 
— multi-layered journey.

Wind howling,
Three ways: a circle.  
A crossroad of energies 
— a wayside.

I reach for my tree,
Mindfully. Its bark, knobby and wet
— as the wind howls.

I wish I could take this path now
Deep into the forest of unknowing
— not having to retrace my steps.

But leaving I must, and living
— But before I go

I walk around my tree
Its red ochre bark shining in the wet
aquamarine lichens
— almost glistening.

It makes me want to travel far,
within and without:
the mystery
that he is
the mystery
— that I am.

Forever present
Forever here
Forever now
— and yet everywhere.

I must leave
— but I will return.

Then more notes and journalling as the process unfolded: the importance of going back to the parts we don’t find ourselves agreeing with; the importance of “shadow work”, and seeing it reflected in nature — especially what we are uncomfortable with. 

“What is it that I would like to grow? Just the ability to reach as many people and beings as I can. That my True Self may shine through and honour the Earth and the mystery, and that I may be able to lead as many people as possible to the edge of that mystery — or inside it — never forgetting that the mystery is ‘as within, so without; as above, so below’, as the Alchemists aptly said. I feel I have to ‘raise myself to the next level’; maybe I scare some people, maybe some feel threatened. But some other do follow — and I can only ever be myself, in as much awareness as I possibly can. But I don’t like this feeling of restlessness mixed in with frustration (and a latent anger), that I have felt so many times in my life — and I’m still not completely sure what it is about”. 

Part of my frustration is certainly that I would like to move onwards and forwards. Perhaps it is the intellectual container, stimulating but yet not quite enough for facilitating the “descent to the depths of soul”, both in ourselves and in the natural world that I am longing for, which leaves me slightly frustrated — or at least not totally satisfied. 

But then an unexpected “high point” came — and it was the meeting with the Goethian sciences. This is the poem that ensued:

“The Enchanted Mountain”

The enchanted mountain
emerges from the woods of my childhood
— a circular road, old houses
and that smell of smoke from the chimneys.

The hand of my grandmother: you hold my little hand
I am already full of desire, full of adventure
under the rain, amongst the grass, in the incipient springtime.

Everything in the air smells a promise
— all the day ahead of me
all of life ahead of me.

And now, and today
Now the smell of pine, lingers
and the wind rustling through the trees, lingers
and that scent, lingers — longer
and than smell in the air lingers, too — but the voice?

That light in the sky, lingers
those suspended afternoons — eternal, timeless: they also linger.
They dwell, they echo and they swell
floating around, crashing into each other 
— but the voice? Your voice.

And who? What? And how — and when?
And, above all, where?

Where am I going? Where am I coming from — and where do I go?
I was asking you, then — me, a small child
You remained silent, and smiled. 
Your sweet smile — will I ever forget it?
And me now, adult, child, adult-child
Still, I ask the same questions.

But wait — no, content in my joy, what is there to ask?
There is really nothing left to ask
the answer is the smell in the air
the warmth of the house, the thought of dinner.
Wooden beams, the house is warm — it rains outside.
Can you hear the rain on the roof?
That’s the answer.

I am a child, adult-child, I don’t know
I, no longer I but I
with the same questions as ever,
I am still woven in a fabric of love
between the enchanted mountain
and the thought of you.

Towards the end, I wrote: “Being here makes me feel that a lot of my healing has to be relational, ancestral, and with my ‘original’ places, my roots. The plants and the animals speak of that: the cherry tree, the Holm oak, the other oaks, the birds (the Common chiffchaff I heard as a child!). I have got to the edge of this expansiveness: expand, breathe! Honour the sense of place; of this place through its trees”. 

Then, on the very last day of the course, I reflected: “What does ‘ecology and spirituality’ mean, for me? Maybe, ‘ecology’ is first and foremost ‘inner ecology’. The life of the spirit comes relatively easy to me; it’s where I most feel at home, so it is more about ‘rooting’ in life; embodying at material level. In these weeks, I had to deal with a lot of inner conflict. The best moments were a few communal moments; I have a feeling that the things I seek most in coming to this kind of situations is the group, the community — and its dynamics; this is where a lot of my ‘learning’ resides, it seems: it lies in accessing my inner teacher, and how I can feel ‘contained’ even when I’m away from a situation like this one. But ultimately, ‘ecology and spirituality’ is everything: there is never really a separation between inner and outer; there cannot be. 

So, this is why I’m here: looking for a ‘container’ into which I can mold my unique contribution — an opening, an outlet, but not too many expectations — and an open mind”. 

“There were also several markers, in these weeks: one is, perhaps, that I feel more aware of my abilities; of the things I do ‘well’, and maybe that I would already have enough ‘knowledge’ to make a difference in the world, so I wonder why it is not happening. I have been investigating this ‘block’; this issue of what is “holding me back”, ever since. I still don’t have the reply, but I feel holding this question — and the tension it provokes — is key. That is one aspect. Then, there is the joy of sharing and the sense of rooted, inner authoritativeness (which is not authority) and joy that I feel with like-minded people”. 

Perhaps, this perennial tension between inner and outer is best expressed with a haiku: 

“Between our two lives,
There is also the life of
The cherry blossom” (4).
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