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MA Ecology and Spirituality
Reflective Journal

The student-room I would occupy for the next three weeks faced east; a warm, checked blanket was spread across on the bed and, outside, a tree with wide, spreading branches stroked and tapped the window; in bud but not yet in leaf.  Beyond, a rural landscape gently rose and fell; the pastures of Devonshire.  
That first night, as the waning moon climbed through the branches of the tree, there was stillness, peace.  I felt at home and slept deeply.  I was able to recall just a fragment of the first dream I had at Schumacher College: 
‘I need to make choices, but keep getting stuck, again and again; a question has arisen - what do I keep returning to that keeps me bound?’.
The following morning, not yet light, I woke to a deep-frosted scene.  In the crisp air, I made my way to the old yew tree, tucked away behind the Elmhirst Centre and old church tower.  I had already decided that, while at Schumacher, I would start each new day with the tree in companionship and quiet contemplation.  As I approached, I was taken aback to see that access had been curtailed by a roped boundary; slipping around to the back of the tree, however, I could nestle against its rough, bulbous bark and so our relationship began. 
In The White Goddess (1952, p.192), Robert Graves tells that the yew is ‘the death-tree in all European countries, sacred to Hecate in Greece and Italy’; that it had grown next to a ‘bronze urn on Mount Ithome, containing on a tin scroll the secret mysteries of the Great Goddess’ and that, in Irish legend, in order to separate two lovers after death, ‘yew stakes were driven through the corpses .  .  .  to keep them apart; but the stakes sprouted and became trees whose tops eventually embraced over Armagh Cathedral’.  The yew, then, is not only associated with death, but with the feminine mysteries, rebirth and all that is allied to Hecate in ancient Roman (Alföldi, 1960, pp. 140 - 141) and Greek mythology (Betz, 1952, p89), such as magic and the moon.  I felt an affinity with the ancient yew; I was told she was an elderly female, between 1,500 to 2,000 years old (Dartington, online.  No date.); while I am a bit younger, nonetheless, we are both crones.  I had the sense, too, that I had much to learn from Hecate.
I had applied for a place on the MA without giving any thought to my age.  Just a few days before setting off for the residential component, it suddenly dawned on me that I may not have the stamina to join in with all the activities arranged and my confidence wobbled.  After a few years of trying to ignore pain and weakness, Lupus blood tests a few months earlier had been slightly above normal; I was eventually given a less problematic diagnosis of Fibromyalgia.  The symptoms had been difficult to accept – hiking all day in wild places had been a life-long passion and I coped by persuading myself that I would return to normal in due course and that, in the meantime, I should allow my mind to explore subjects I’d been interested in, instead.  Once at Schumacher College, further age-related crises of confidence awaited me and became a theme.
Jungian analyst, James Hollis states:
‘The second half of life presents a rich possibility for spiritual enlargement, for we are never going to have greater powers of choice .  .  . more insight into what works for us and what does not, or a deeper, sometimes more desperate, conviction of the importance of getting our life back.’ (Hollis, 2006, p. 10).
[bookmark: _Hlk513285090]While it can be argued that meaningful choices are not afforded to those whose lives are compromised by unmet basic physiological needs (Maslow, 1954, p. 16); the ageing process, for me, held promising potential.
In fact, I had always imagined I would step into ageing with relish; seeing it as a time of freedom from expectations, a retreat from caring roles and a deepening of spirituality.  Through therapy and spiritual practice, I had reviewed much of my life, believing that I remained open to further processing of material as it arose; and the findings of Sinnott (2003, p. 221) that ‘the conscious development of adults seems to include the ability to take part enthusiastically in the dance of life for its own sake with an awareness of mortality’  had become a reality in the recent years, prompted by the passing of elderly relatives just a generation above me .
[bookmark: _Hlk513302197]Roberts and Mroczek (2008, p. 32) identified an increasing tendency towards loss of ‘social vitality’ in later life and psychologists, Cartensen and Charles (1998, p. 145) found, also, that superfluous social relationships were more likely to decline at this time.  As a life-long introvert, drawn to solitude, peace and plenty of space to contemplate experiences, being part of a large group has never been comfortable and I have noticed my capacity to bear them has decreased with age.  On the third day of being at Schumacher, this issue was becoming a struggle: ‘I felt very sad after the teaching session today.  I have a need for solitude and space’.   After a week, the constant pace of busyness and noise was becoming distressing and I remarked in my journal: ‘I am needing a full day to myself.  I’m regretting that my weekends are already committed to catching up with friends and family.’   Later that same day, escape was necessary: ‘I went over to my son’s house, popped supper in the oven, lit a fire and quietly read.  It was so much easier to focus than at Dartington.  It’s stressful for me to be with others so much.’  
Cartensen and Charles (1998) highlight that emotional resilience increases with age:
‘Compared with younger adults, older adults report greater control over emotions, greater stability of mood, less psychophysiological agitation, and greater faith in their ability to control the internal and external expression of emotion (Cartensen and Charles, 1998, p. 148).’
In the second week, however, this age-advantage seemed to evade me.  What I saw as people-filled days and endless events was evoking resentment and withdrawal.  I was getting irritated and, on one occasion, I inadvertently hurt someone’s feelings and had to make time to put it right. Logically, though, I felt there was richness to these dynamics and I noted that I was trying to: ‘make sense of the whole experience; dark and light’.  
At the end of the second week, in trying to raise a concern about not being able to access something on Moodle, I was sharply silenced, twice.  Others, however, expressed the same problem without suppression; believing my voice was not allowed, I felt deeply rejected and useless.  At the same time, I was bewildered by the strength of affect and for the next few hours, I experienced being muddled and vague; doubts about my cognitive ability to do the course surged into consciousness and I concluded I was probably seen as a ‘a stupid old woman’ who shouldn’t be there.  I badly wanted time and space to cry.  
[bookmark: _Hlk513371105]
Richards and Hatch (2011, p. 882) highlight the link between thinking and feeling and comment that ‘cognitive capability and mental wellbeing can be mutually supportive’ and there is a need for ‘establishing and protecting the right setting for their achievement’.   During these shadow moments, away from the secure base of home, it was the yew tree that offered the ‘right setting’.  Feeling protected beneath her boughs and reassured by her immovable, swollen and pitted trunk, she provided a solid place to re-ground; her energy re-balancing mine, restoring calm and perspective.
In the past few years, I have noticed that I don’t think as quickly as I used to, that I make more mistakes and sometimes find it hard to recall words or details when I need them; especially under pressure, or when tired.  Now, at Schumacher, I was having serious doubts about my academic competency to do an MA. 
A couple of days later, an older member of the group discussed these experiences over lunch; it was encouraging to hear of the ways she had managed to adapt to her own changes in cognitive and physical capacity and, with her openness and modelling of acceptance of the life-stage she had reached, the conversation was a great help (because she might be identifiable, her permission to include this here was sought and granted).
[bookmark: _Hlk513560726]In affirmation of what we discussed, Richards and Hatch (2011, p833) describe the benefits of ‘mental activity’ and ‘education’ for older people and confirm that:
‘age-related slowing of mental speed and decline in certain kinds of memory are virtually inevitable.  However, this should not overshadow the richness of mental life in older age, where many complex cognitive skills are preserved or even enhanced’ (Richards and Hatch, 2011, p. 883).
I began to realise that, unconsciously, I had declined to face the reality of ageing; the subtle signs of cognitive change and the more obvious physical decline that had come so abruptly.  Jung (1966, p. 74) likens our lives to the journey of the sun which in the first part of the day ‘gains continually in strength until it reaches the zenith’, but, referring to the second half of life, akin to the afternoon, he says: ‘the steady forward movement no longer denotes an increase, but a decrease, in strength’ and he advocates that ‘we must nurture everything that assists the descent’.  Inevitably, a conscious acknowledgement of such age-related weakening and decline will be likely to be accompanied by a sense of mourning and loss.
[bookmark: _Hlk513560790]Reassuringly, Jung (1966, pp. 74 - 75) explains that ‘the afternoon of life is just as full of meaning as the morning; only its meaning and purpose are different.’  Finding this meaning requires inner work: ‘What the youth found and must find outside, the man of life’s afternoon must find within himself;’ and he provides guidance as to the nature of the task:
‘The transition from morning to afternoon means a revaluation of the earlier values.  There comes an urgent need to appreciate the value of the opposite of our former ideals, to perceive the error in our former convictions, to recognize the untruth in our former truth, and to feel how much antagonism and even hatred lay in what, until now, had passed for love (Jung 1966, pp.74 – 75).’
Such a radical reviewing of the psyche involves a significant amount of psychological work, but I recognise that some of it, through a process of dream-work and reflection, had already been taking shape in my life and had, in fact, led me to applying to do the MA.  But, it was dawning on me that I hadn’t looked squarely at the decline of health and cognition of ageing and, in parallel, there was an accompanying sense of grief and resentment that this should be the case.  Nor, in my need for seclusion, and perhaps out of an unconscious defence, had I adequately addressed that I had chosen to grow old on my own; particularly, I was aware I wanted to ensure that my children shouldn’t feel responsible for me in the last years of life.
In similar, relationally avoidant vein, perhaps the most challenging thing I grappled with at Schumacher was the tension between delight at being with such interesting and diverse people and the desire to pull away from them.  In the last week, one of the group asked me to discuss something which turned out to involve being asked personal questions.  In that setting it was hard to refuse to reply but, as a private person, the discomfort of answering was intense.   Reflecting on this, I wrote ‘I need to think about solitude and community’.  It was with feelings of sorrow and regret that I became more aware of how socially-mistrusting I am; holding back and preferring to be open about myself only with the closest of friends.  
In contrast, my relationship with the yew was deepening; with her roots reaching into the fertile soil, drawing up sustenance and vitality, nourishing her ancient, gnarled trunk and her dark spreading branches, her presence was strong, and the pervading sense of mystery around her was palpable.  This time with the yew at Schumacher reaffirmed how important nature is for my form of spiritual practice; free of dogma and doctrine, the vastness of the natural world, and beyond, feels unknowable, yet familiar; and it stirs the awed core of my being to leap in response to its aliveness, power and holiness.  Yet, until my mid-forties, I had been afraid of its magic.
Sinnott, (2014, p. 2), describes her theory of ‘postformal thought’ as a capacity to hold and process several versions of reality and meaning, even when apparently in contradiction, and to integrate them without losing self-agency and personal values, thus leading to an expansive outlook and a ‘larger reality’.  This ability ‘seems to develop later in life, after a certain amount of intellectual and interpersonal experience’.  In the ‘morning’ of my life, influenced by Christian teaching, I had been spiritually cautious.
Cartwright (2001, p.216) found that spiritual growth is associated with age-related ‘cognitive, moral or social’ development and drawing on the notion of ‘postformal thought’ and concluded, for those who release themselves from culturally traditional religious interpretations, that: 
‘Rather than focussing on how they maintain a relationship with God through the behavioural administration of love or mercy to others (a unidirectional and limited conception), individuals at a postformal level see that these abstract principles are unifying forces in the vast connectedness between self, others and a Higher Power (Cartwright, 2001, p. 218).’
[bookmark: _Hlk513580577]Spirituality, then, in older people need not be fixed and can lead to a sense of interconnection with others and the divine.  For me, the potential for interpersonal growth is inextricably linked with spiritual deepening and these are things I need to take forward.  Jung wrote without preference for any one belief system:
‘The decisive question for man is: Is he related to something infinite or not?  That is the telling question of his life.  Only if we know that the thing which truly matters is the infinite can we avoid fixing our interests upon futilities  .  .  . In the final analysis, we count for something only because of the essential we embody, and if we do not embody that life is wasted (Jung , 1963, p. 357).’
Inherent in the above words of Jung is that, if are to find our worth it will be because we have incorporated something vital and indispensable.  My time at Schumacher, and beneath the ancient yew, invaluably revealed that I could loosen my ties with ‘denial’ and make choices about how I might embody ‘the essential’ as a crone.
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