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Does extraordinary experience play a role in establishing a relationship with nature?

Word count: 4722

Introduction

This essay analyses the theoretical perspectives of key current and historic scholars and the voices of personal accounts in the field of extraordinary experience to explore the question: ‘Does extraordinary experience play a role in establishing a relationship with nature?’ In critical consideration and analysis of the evidence available within primary and secondary sources, this essay will seek to find an answer to the aforementioned question, by specifically focussing upon ‘extrovertive’ extraordinary experiences that occur in natural settings. ‘Extrovertive’ has been selected as a relevant term for this essay, as it was created by the renowned scholar of mysticism, W.T. Stace (1886-1967), who described such experiences started by or metamorphosed within natural places and environments as ‘extrovertive mystical experiences’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jack Hunter, Greening The Paranormal: Exploring The Ecology Of Extraordinary Experience, 1st edn. (United Kingdom: August Night Press, 2019), p. 11.
] 


Because this investigation seeks to discern whether a relationship has been formed with nature as an effect of extraordinary experience, the outcomes of the experience will be emphasised throughout, in order to recognise impact on behaviour. These will be referred to as the ‘fruits’ of the experience, based upon the work of William James (1842-1910). James was a psychologist, philosopher and author of ‘The Varieties of Religious Experience’ who aimed to provide authentication of religious and extraordinary experience by determining the effect and moral impact it had on the recipient’s behaviour, which he called the ‘fruits’ of the experience.[footnoteRef:2] Alister Hardy (1896-1985), a British marine biologist and founder of the Religious Experience Research Centre (RERC), based nowadays at The University of Wales Trinity Saint David at the Lampeter Campus, also utilised this approach to substantiate the result of religious experience.[footnoteRef:3] Thereby, the ‘fruits’ will occupy a central place in this analysis. Furthermore, why these ‘fruits’ are unfolding will be examined, as a befitting complement to the investigation of relationship development. [2:  Bettina Schmidt, The Study Of Religious Experience: Approaches And Methodologies, 1st edn. (Sheffield: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2016), pp. 2-3.]  [3:  Schmidt, The Study Of Religious Experience: Approaches And Methodologies, p. 3.] 


The accounts of extraordinary experience explored within this essay will be considered from a wide range of sources in the Western world, including personal accounts found in literature, studies of extraordinary experience and those presented in the RERC database, which holds over 6000 archives of extraordinary experience.[footnoteRef:4] For the purpose of this essay, unless directly quoted otherwise, the term ‘extraordinary experience’ will be utilised to encompass all other known labels, sometimes also referred to as exceptional, mystical, religious and spiritual experiences. This essay will commence by defining extraordinary experience. [4: Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre <https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/alister-hardy-religious-experience-research-centre/> [accessed 30 December 2023].] 


Definition of Extraordinary Experience

As an emerging area of research, extraordinary experience is still in its early origins, and no common definition has been agreed upon by scholars.[footnoteRef:5] However, academics have tried to describe it, like anthropologist of the paranormal Hannah Gilbert, who says extraordinary experience ‘typically transcends the mundane: things that are considered to be supernatural, paranormal, exceptional, anomalous, magical, spiritual, religious, uncanny, transcendent’.[footnoteRef:6] Other characterisations may include an invisible presence or voice, strange intuitive feelings, fleeting sightings, out of body experiences, glowing lights and weird sounds, etcetera. Alister Hardy provides a solid definition describing extraordinary experience as ‘a deep awareness of a benevolent non-physical power which appears to be partly or wholly beyond, and far greater than, the individual self’.[footnoteRef:7] Hereby, extraordinary experience could be summarised as experiences which go beyond the normal of everyday occurrences and feelings. This essay will continue by starting with an exploration of our historic relationship with nature.  [5:  Schmidt, The Study Of Religious Experience: Approaches And Methodologies, p. 3.]  [6:  Hannah Gilbert, ‘Exploring The Extraordinary’, Paranthropology: Journal Of Anthropological Approaches To The Paranormal, 5.2 (2014), 3-7 (p. 3) <https://issuu.com/paranthropology/docs/vol5no2> [accessed 8 December 2023].]  [7:  Alister Hardy, The Spiritual Nature Of Man: A Study Of Contemporary Religious Experience, 1st edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), p. 1.
] 


Discussion 

Our ancient reverence and harmonious relationship with nature began to uproot and fade away when anthropocentric monotheist religions like Christianity were introduced; an argument brought to the forefront of people’s attention in 1967 by Lynn White, in his distinguished paper ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’.[footnoteRef:8] Due to this great shift in human behaviour, which teared people’s relationship with nature apart, the natural world became widely seen as dead and as a commodity to be used and exploited for human gain. This is a point recognised by scholar of ecopsychology Ralph Metzner, who exclaims that:  [8:  Lynn White Jr, 'The Historical Roots Of Our Ecologic Crisis', Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207.] 


For the past two thousand years, under the influence of Judaeo-Christian transcendental monotheism, we have grown further and further removed from the kind of direct awareness of the spiritual presences in nature that our pagan ancestors enjoyed.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Ralph Metzner, Green Psychology: Transforming Our Relationship To The Earth, 1st edn. (Vermont: Park Street Press, 1999), p. 122. ] 


This oppressive attitude inevitably annihilated any form of true connection we once held with nature. It eradicated our ancient pagan beliefs, in the West, and desensitised us to the widespread destruction of Earth, making it easier for people to abuse and obliterate natural beings. And now, we’re in the black pit of an ecological crisis. 

Barry Taylor, a British expert in North European Mesolithic Archaeology, explores ancient relationships between Mesolithic people and nature. He contends that the evidence of practises he has observed, recognises ‘the role of animals as active constituents in the lives of Mesolithic people, with whom relationships were enacted through prescribed forms of behaviour’.[footnoteRef:10] His valuable work has indicated that a close relationship with nature was once the norm in stone-age lives. Additionally, he acknowledged a consistent theme in his findings, in that people shared the world with nature through a variety of traditions and thus ‘the relationship between humans and their environment was one of mutual understanding and shared obligation’.[footnoteRef:11] Perhaps, through extrovertive extraordinary experience nature is reaching out to rekindle this forgotten reciprocal unity with humans; one that is known to exist by indigenous people today.  [10:  Barry Taylor, ‘Plants As Persons: Perceptions Of The Natural World In The North European Mesolithic’, Time And Mind: The Journal Of Archaeology, Consciousness And Culture, 13.3 (2020), 307-330 (p. 324). ]  [11:  Taylor, ‘Plants As Persons: Perceptions Of The Natural World In The North European Mesolithic’, p. 324.] 


Indigenous people co-create and interact with nature as a way of life, daily, and sometimes this occurs in the form of ceremony. Indigenous author Robin Wall Kimmerer states that ‘ceremonies are a form of reciprocity that renews bond between land and people’.[footnoteRef:12] Is it possible that our unintentional forms of interaction, such as gardening, permaculture and hiking are somehow creating ceremony, knowingly or unknowingly, as people acknowledge the land they are upon? Bron Taylor, scholar of religion, believes that extraordinary experience can be evoked by interactive practices with nature like mountaineering.[footnoteRef:13] And, in my own extraordinary experience in 2022, the more I interacted with the glowing light and beautiful energy I sensed, the more that happened. Eventually, nature began to commune and I sensed its gentle request for offerings. In fulfilling this, over time, our affinity deepened.[footnoteRef:14] Was this nature teaching me ceremony? Like in my experience, the respondents of a study by anthropologist Jack Hunter revealed a noteworthy correlation between interacting with nature and extraordinary experience.[footnoteRef:15] This view is further contended by scholar Erik Jampa Andersson, who maintains that ‘special relationships with certain plants, animals or mountain spirits might naturally arise through engagement’.[footnoteRef:16] And, furthermore, ecopsychologists Freya Harrild and David Luke, argue that being in the presence of nature is an important factor to manifest extraordinary experience, in which they state, is often catalysed or heightened whilst in natural places.[footnoteRef:17] Scholar of psychology Tristan Snell also eludes that the presence of wildlife seems to simulate extraordinary experience, and thus being in nature increases the likeliness of them occurring.[footnoteRef:18] Strikingly, William James additionally recognised the interlink between extraordinary experience and being in nature over a century ago. He wrote:  [12:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, And The Teachings Of Plants, 1st edn. (Minnesota: Milkweed Editions, 2013), p. 31. ]  [13:  Bron Taylor, ‘Earth And Nature-Based Spirituality (Part I): From Deep Ecology To Radical Environmentalism’, Religion, 31 (2001), 175-193 (pp. 175-182).]  [14:  Leah Black, The Touch Of Kinship (2023) <https://www.natureevolutionaries.com/ne/2023/5/31/the-touch-of-kinship> [accessed 30 December 2023].]  [15:  Jack Hunter, ‘Preliminary Report On Extraordinary Experiences In Permaculture’, Journal Of Exceptional Experiences And Psychology, 6.1 (2018), 13-22, (p. 20) <https://issuu.com/exceptionalpsychology/docs/jeep_summer_2018_finished> [accessed 18 December 2023]]  [16:  Erik Jampa Andersson, Unseen Beings: How We Forgot The World Is More Than Human, 1st edn. (London: Hay House, 2023), p. 62.]  [17:  Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An Evaluation Of The Role Of Mystical Experiences In Transpersonal Ecopsychology’, ResearchGate (2020), 1-15, (p. 11) <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341453879_An_evaluation_of_the_role_of_mystical_experiences_in_transpersonal_ecopsychology> [accessed 14 December 2023].]  [18:  Tristan Snell, ‘Mystical Experiences In Nature: Comparing Outcomes For Psychological Well-Being And Environmental Behaviour’, Archive For The Psychology Of Religion, (2015), 169-184 (p. 172).
] 


Certain aspects of nature seem to have a peculiar power of awakening such mystical moods. Most of the striking cases which I have collected have occurred out of doors.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  William James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience: A Study In Human Nature, (eBooks@Adelaide, 1902/ 2009) <https:// csrs.nd.edu/ assets/ 59930/ williams_ 1902.pdf>, cited in Newberg, Andrew and David Yaden, The Varieties Of Spiritual Experience: 21st Century Research And Perspectives, 1st edn. (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2022), p. 103. ] 


This array of evidence implies an element of importance in the participation with nature; a deed which seems to be setting the scene for extraordinary experience to materialise. Alister Hardy recognised ‘natural beauty’ as one of the most common stimulants of extraordinary experience, which Hunter acknowledged could be an indication of interconnection between extraordinary experiences and being in nature.[footnoteRef:20] Maybe nature’s beauty is a gateway to opening us up to remember who we truly are! Curiously, William James saw the extraordinary ‘not as something different from ordinary experiences or contradicting the laws of nature’.[footnoteRef:21] The similarities presented in these scholars’ reflections signify that extraordinary experience is somewhat more ordinary than possibly first imagined, and that being in nature is a likely source of experiencing the extra-ordinary. A correlation, hereby, is being witnessed, which requires further attention to ascertain whether interaction with nature is the link that evokes the extraordinary. In addition, it would support us to understand if participation plays a part in helping people to establish relationship with nature, before, during or after the extraordinary event, and if these could shape a unity with potential to bear ‘fruit’.  [20:  Alister Hardy, The Spiritual Nature Of Man: A Study Of Contemporary Religious Experience, 1st edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), p. 81, cited in Hunter, Jack, Ecology And Spirituality: A Brief Introduction, 1st edn. (Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p. 58.]  [21:  Schmidt, The Study Of Religious Experience: Approaches And Methodologies, p. 5.] 


Interaction with nature is possibly the first step in building relationship, in that it provides the right conditions to invoke extraordinary experience. Snell discovered in his research of various built up and natural environments that ‘only mystical experiences in nature significantly predicted environmental behaviour’.[footnoteRef:22] Hereby, being in nature seems to be a pre-requisite not only for the materialisation of extraordinary experience, but also for positive impact on ethical behaviour. Luke and Harrild argue that due to extraordinary experience an individual’s behaviour changes, because ‘cognitive and affective state is altered and their perception of themselves and their environment changes’.[footnoteRef:23] This shows the potential for a transcendence in one’s being, which could establish a deepening relationship with nature; one that inspires pro-environmental action. This opinion is additionally asserted by scholar of conservation Annick Hedlund-de Witt, through her research on 25 study participants in the Canadian wild. She found that extraordinary experiences in nature can lead people towards work that conserves the environment.[footnoteRef:24] A pattern is noticeably forming in these accounts, implying a link between participation in nature, extraordinary experience and pro-environmental behaviour. She further described that some of her participants’ experienced sensations of profound spiritual oneness and interconnection.[footnoteRef:25] These words strongly exhibit the language one may use in describing a relationship. Hunter argues a similar notion, in that an elevated sense of affinity to the natural world is oftentimes recounted in these occurrences.[footnoteRef:26] Hereby, extraordinary experiences seemingly connect people with nature on a much deeper level than before. Significantly, multiple participants in Hedlund-de Witt’s study depicted how the experiences ‘had inspired them to become active in the environmental movement’.[footnoteRef:27] However, there is a possible limitation to this study, in that all participants comprised of environmentalists and nature-lovers. Although, their underlying connection with nature could also be of importance to understanding extraordinary experience. Maybe their compassion for nature is a catalyst for it! In another study, scholars Joe Hinds and Paul Sparks believed a reciprocal relationship could exist amidst the natural world and the people who participate with nature, and that this can promote pro-environmental behaviour.[footnoteRef:28] Furthermore, several scholars in a study entitled ‘Connecting Spirituality with Pro-Environmental Behaviour’ found that ‘spiritual oneness appears to be the first religiousness/spirituality construct shown to positively predict observable pro-environmental behavior’, and that donations to environmental causes were linked to this.[footnoteRef:29] Therefore, it could be maintained from this evidence that a shift in behaviour is a likely outcome of extraordinary experience. And, through this adaptation ‘fruits’ of action can grow; changing human awareness and deepening compassion for nature and a sense of oneness. These signs of a budding relationship open the question – is it feasible that nature is trying to communicate something to people? After all, communication is fundamental in a relationship.  [22:  Snell, ‘Mystical Experiences In Nature: Comparing Outcomes For Psychological Well-Being And Environmental Behaviour’, p. 179.]  [23:  Harrild and Luke, ‘An Evaluation Of The Role Of Mystical Experiences In Transpersonal Ecopsychology’, p. 5. ]  [24:  Annick Hedlund-de Witt, 'Pathways To Environmental Responsibility: A Qualitative Exploration Of The Spiritual Dimension Of Nature Experience', Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, 7 (2013), 154-186, (p. 175).]  [25:  Hedlund-de Witt, 'Pathways To Environmental Responsibility: A Qualitative Exploration Of The Spiritual Dimension Of Nature Experience', (p. 172).]  [26:  Hunter, Greening The Paranormal: Exploring The Ecology Of Extraordinary Experience, p. 21.]  [27:  Hedlund-de Witt, 'Pathways To Environmental Responsibility: A Qualitative Exploration Of The Spiritual Dimension Of Nature Experience', (p. 175).]  [28:  Joe Hinds and Paul Sparks, ‘Investigating Environmental Identity, Wellbeing And Meaning’, Ecopsychology, 1.4 (2009), 181-186, (p.185).]  [29:  Brian Drewecki and others, ‘The Oneness Beliefs Scale: Connecting Spirituality With Pro-Environmental Behavior', Journal For The Scientific Study Of Religion, 53.2 (2014), 356-372, (p. 369).
] 


Experiences of nature communication were not so out-of-the-ordinary for our ancient ancestors, nor for many indigenous people of today living in unity with nature. Researchers and academics like Laura Ogden, Billy Hall and Kimiko Tanita are working tirelessly to gain insights from the world of multispecies research to help modern people, like those in the West constrained by Anthropocentric views, to ‘attend to the animicity of nonhuman and human life and understand the liveliness of trees, rocks, mountains, and apparent ‘objects’’.[footnoteRef:30] Their work indicates that humans and other beings, animate and seemingly inanimate, can likely commune; a view known to be held by many nature-connected indigenous people of today. Bron Taylor, argues a similar thought, that is, ‘for many naturalistic animists, understanding and even communion with nonhuman lifeforms is possible’.[footnoteRef:31] It is, therefore, plausible that nature is communicating messages to humans, who receive them in what feels ‘extraordinary’ due to lack of animistic beliefs found in the West today. Are extraordinary experiences therefore invitations from nature to commune? There is a deeply relevant passage by a native American Crow elder who says:  [30:  Billy Hall, Laura A. Ogden and Kimiko Tanita, ‘Animals, Plants, People, And Things: A Review Of Multispecies Ethnography', Environment And Society: Advances In Research, 4 (2013), 5-24, (p. 17). ]  [31:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality And The Planetary Future, 1st edn. (California: University of California Press, 2010), p. 22.] 


You know, I think if people stay somewhere long enough – even white people – the spirits will begin to speak to them. It’s the power of the spirits coming up from the land. The spirits and the old powers aren’t lost, they just need people to be around long enough and the spirits will begin to influence them.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Gary Snyder, The Practice Of The Wild: Essays, (San Francisco: North Point Press, 2020), p. 42.] 


This is a pertinent description reflecting the assertion that nature is communicating, or nature spirits are working through extraordinary experience to build relationship and influence people’s behaviour. If a person responds to this invitation, then maybe a special relationship forms. After all, no relationship is one-sided; there needs to be two-way communication, empathy, compassion and reciprocity. Kimmerer asserts this belief, in revealing that ‘gifts from the earth or from each other establish a particular relationship, an obligation of sorts to give, to receive, and to reciprocate’.[footnoteRef:33] Perhaps, nature’s gift is of extraordinary experience, in hope to build the fundamentals of a loving relationship with us, because, ultimately, it is unlikely that people will hurt beings they love. A love towards nature that Kimmerer describes as ‘a sacred bond’.[footnoteRef:34] Maybe, this is why many extraordinary experiences transpire when people are in nature; because nature senses these individuals’ inherent love during moments of wonder and awe. Their untapped potential to truly love nature, therefore, may increase the chance that they will respond to nature’s call of the extraordinary. Being in, and engaging with nature may, hereby, be key to remembering our once balanced, serene relationship with the natural world; like an ancient memory intertwined into our DNA that triggers an expression through the formation of extrovertive extraordinary experience! In a sense of hope, scholar of holistic science Stephan Harding contends a similar perspective that such experiences could be ‘a reawakening of the old, nondualistic animism that has been dormant for so long. It is a reassertion of our indigenous soul’.[footnoteRef:35] Additionally, Andersson asserts that we did not see ourselves as detached from nature and that our relationship with natural beings, seen or unseen, was simply what it was to be human.[footnoteRef:36] If that part was important in our past, it still could be today; hibernating in our consciousness, awoken in moments of awe. [33:  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, And The Teachings Of Plants, p. 23.]  [34:  Ibid. p. 154. ]  [35:  Stephan Harding, Animate Earth: Science, Intuition And Gaia, 2nd edn. (Devon: Green Books, 2009), p. 35.]  [36:  Andersson, Unseen Beings: How We Forgot The World Is More Than Human, p. 55.] 


In the 1986 study of wilderness-based extraordinary experiences by researchers Janet Talbot and Stephen Kaplan, they found that awe was a regular feature.[footnoteRef:37] Poignantly, to this opinion, scholars David Yaden and Andrew Newberg argue that ‘awe is at the border between what we might consider an emotion and a more intensely altered state of consciousness’.[footnoteRef:38] Hereby, it is possible that awe is a sense beyond our standard five that is heightened during extraordinary experience. Maybe a myriad of forgotten senses open up during these circumstances. William Wordsworth’s poetry is woven with words of extrovertive extraordinary experiences and senses, which seem to describe an-other beyond the ordinary, as seen here in just one of his many examples:    [37:  Stephen Kaplan and Janet Frey Talbot, ‘Perspectives On Wilderness: Re-examining The Value Of Extended Wilderness Experiences’, Journal Of Environmental Psychology, 6 (1986), 177-188, (p. 183).]  [38:  David B. Yaden and Andrew Newberg, The Varieties Of Spiritual Experience: 21st Century Research And Perspectives (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2022) <https://academic-oup-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/book/43765> [accessed Dec 4, 2023], p. 253).] 


I have felt a presence that disturbs me with the joy of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime of something far more deeply interfused, whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, and the round ocean, and the living air, and the blue sky, and in the mind of man ― Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Fiona Stafford, William Wordsworth And Samuel Taylor Coleridge Lyrical Ballads: 1798 and 1802, 1st edn. (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 193.
] 


Is nature orchestrating extraordinary experiences to help us establish a relationship with the natural world through the creativity of a select few, such as the writing of Wordsworth? Coincidentally, in the RERC database there are 16 accounts that referred to Wordsworth in their titles, and over 50 in text searches. If Wordsworth did experience the extraordinary in nature, which is alluded to within many of his written pieces, could nature’s peaceful agenda have been to reach the masses through the creative inspiration of an enlightened person’s words? Inspired myself by nature as an after-effect of my extraordinary experience, a part of me opened up and I began to write creatively for the first time. I subsequently published stories to help raise eco-consciousness. The way I think evolved, and a large shift happened in my behaviour and career. John Muir, another writer and famous naturalist, who has protected wildlife internationally and inspired many, experienced the extraordinary and wrote about these; expressing feelings of being part of the whole cosmos because of them.[footnoteRef:40] It can be seen here, how such events in nature can inspire change in the course of one’s life and their relationship with an-other, which can ultimately have significant positive effects on their actions to protect nature; sometimes with extreme and expansive success. Hereby, in speculation, it could be viable that nature is selecting specific people with potential to influence big change in human behaviour to preserve our planet. Taylor explains that all of these elements experienced by Muir, and others whom have had extraordinary experiences in nature is what he terms ‘dark green religion’.[footnoteRef:41] Is it possible that such extraordinary experiences could lead to a new greener religion? Or, perhaps, a reconnection to our ancient ancestors’ animistic values and revered natural relationship? [40:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality And The Planetary Future, p. 63.]  [41:  Ibid. p. 63.] 


Scholar and M.D. Andrew Newberg states that ‘historically, spiritual experiences appear to have laid the foundation for religious belief systems, as well as moral, political, and cultural systems’.[footnoteRef:42] If this is the case, then the experience of the extraordinary in nature has potential to shift our behaviour onto a track of environmental movements. In history, extraordinary experiences have changed entire cultures; a point asserted by professor of religion Jeffrey Kripal and Author Whitley Strieber in describing that:  [42:  Andrew Newberg, ‘The Brain And Spiritual Experiences: Towards A Neuroscientific Hermeneutic’, Paranthropology: Journal Of Anthropological Approaches To The Paranormal, 4.3 (2013), 54-62, (p. 54).] 


St. Paul encountered it on the road to Damascus when he was startled by a flash of light and a voice, an event that changed the world. Earlier, Moses encountered it in the form of a burning bush, with equally dramatic effect on our culture. It is what we now call the supernatural.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Jeffrey Kripal and Whitley Strieber, The Super Natural: Why The Unexplained Is Real, 1st edn. (New York: TarcherPerigee, 2017), p. 21.] 


Subsequently, perhaps it is also feasible that nature is building a reciprocal relationship with select people and sharing these extraordinary experiences to instigate mass change in human society and culture, one that elicits sustainable impact. Hunter explains that: 

In his autobiographical notes, Hardy recalls having powerful and transformative experiences in nature during his childhood years, which would have a significant impact on the later unfurling of his life and work.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Jack Hunter, ‘Editorial: Religious Experience And Ecology’, Journal For The Study Of Religious Experience, 7.2 (2021), 3-16, (p. 3).
] 


Here, it could be hypothesised that Hardy himself created the RERC as a response to his own extraordinary experience making a large contribution to the study of extraordinary experiences and bringing them to the forefront of people’s attention. Furthermore, environmental scholar Haydn Washington also changed the trajectory of his life and relationship with nature through his profound experience in the Australian wilderness. Senses of awe and love overcame him so much that the ‘fruits’ of his experience were noteworthy. He confirms that he became a scientist and an activist, and reveals ‘more than 40 years later I still walk the path that this experience catalysed’.[footnoteRef:45] The evidence thus far infers extraordinary experiences are impacting relationships with nature and igniting positive change. [45:  Hayden Washington, ‘How I Came To Ecocentrism: A Sense Of Wonder’, The Ecological Citizen, 1.A (2017), 7-9, (p. 8).] 


Extraordinary experiences could be emerging to tackle the current ecological crisis we are in. Hunter speaks of the need for new perspectives upon tackling our ecological crisis, for which he suggests re-enchantment.[footnoteRef:46] It could be hypothesised that re-enchantment is happening through extraordinary experiences. Enchantment is a way of seeing and feeling things differently and resultantly, nature could be enchanting us into relationship. Andersson further attests this, in that ‘the experience of enchantment naturally compels us toward empathetic connection with a wide array of other beings’.[footnoteRef:47] In an admirable story, Aldo Leopold’s ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’ encapsulates these thoughts. In the minutes after purposefully killing a wolf, Leopold watched ‘a fierce green fire dying in her eyes’.[footnoteRef:48] This moment evoked an extraordinary experience and as Leopold describes:  [46:  Hunter, Greening The Paranormal: Exploring The Ecology Of Extraordinary Experience, p. 39.]  [47:  Andersson, Unseen Beings: How We Forgot The World Is More Than Human, p. 19.]  [48:  Aldo Leopold, A Sand Country Almanac: And Sketches Here And There, (United Kingdom: Penguin Classics, 2020), p. 98.] 


I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes – something known only to her and to the mountain. (..) After seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such a view.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Leopold, A Sand Country Almanac: And Sketches Here And There, p. 98.] 


Leopold’s experience was far from normal. He had killed many times before to reduce the number of wolves as a forest warden, and if not for this experience he probably would have again. The mystical stare of a dying green fire ignited something within him. Perhaps, in that moment, he shared the wolf’s emotions, which echoed into the soul of an interconnected mountain; energy in motion, immersed in empathy with an-other in a feeling greater than himself. And maybe in this, a realisation of oneness arose, opened up by a sense hidden in the depths of his human potential. The green fire seems to have transcend into him, and transported him forwards in a pace that shifted the direction of his life into one of the most famous wildlife conservationists of our time.[footnoteRef:50] Henceforth, he metaphorically moved a mountain by inspiring many masses into action. It is easy to turn a blind eye to the suffering of an-other if that other is difficult to comprehend or empathise with; relationship is essential for this – maybe nature knew that and how to forge oneness with Leopold. Because his negative attitude towards wildlife extinguished, Harding describes Leopold’s experience as truly extraordinary and spiritual, with qualities of an impactful relationship being established with nature.[footnoteRef:51] Hereby, presenting further proof of nature’s power to build relationships that create plentiful change to protect Earth through the extraordinary. [50:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality And The Planetary Future, p. 35.]  [51:  Stephan Harding, Animate Earth: Science, Intuition And Gaia, 2nd edn. (Devon: Green Books, 2009), p. 49.] 


Many of the cases presented in this essay appear to be unveiling a shift from anthropocentric to ecocentric behaviours and worldviews. It is probable, therefore, that extraordinary experiences in nature are part of our natural evolution, re-sensitising us to the plight of Earth’s cries. Research carried out by scholar Terry Louise Terhaar indicated that specific sensations were present in the extraordinary experiences they recorded, which ‘evoked feelings of obligation and responsibility towards the ‘Other’’.[footnoteRef:52] Terhaar believes these ‘sensations may have evolutionary advantages that promote human survival. This finding suggests that natural selection may favour intense spiritual experiences in nature’.[footnoteRef:53] These are profound and potentially significant findings related to the current evolution of humans; adaptations that appear to naturally select re-connection with nature through extraordinary experiences. A male participant in this study likened feelings of nature connection to those similar to being ‘part of a loving warm family’.[footnoteRef:54] During our times of great disconnection and prevalent loneliness in the Western world, it is feasible these loving emotions and sensations could lead to an advancement of synergy and solidarity with nature. And, have evolutionary advantages. Hunter eludes to this also. He explains that extraordinary experiences are ‘associated with the emergence of a sense of greater connectedness to the natural world’.[footnoteRef:55] This expanded sense of affinity could also bring about subtle, even unrecognised, effects. As of today, 375 of the RERC archives mention ‘nature’ in their subject titles; yet, not all people shared the ‘fruits’ of their extrovertive experiences in them. This could instigate limitation in the research, or, that perhaps they were too subtle to recognise. Contrastingly, maybe the ‘fruits’ of experience are sometimes deliberately undetectable, to gently shift our attitude in an evolutionary move towards a more loving kinship with our natural allies. An example of this is shown in account 000136 of the RERC ‘Archive of the Alister Hardy Trust’ of a woman who details the ‘fruits’ of her experience: ‘I have always felt the oneness of everything since, the natural world including man and all his inventions. Most of all the natural world’.[footnoteRef:56] The outcomes do not seem to have inspired massive action; however, her attitude towards nature appears to have matured. [52:  Terry L. Terhaar, 'Evolutionary Advantages Of Intense Spiritual Experience In Nature', Journal For The Study Of Religion, Nature And Culture, 3 (2009), 303-339, (p. 316). ]  [53:  Terhaar, 'Evolutionary Advantages Of Intense Spiritual Experience In Nature', (p. 337).]  [54:  Ibid. p. 324. ]  [55:  Jack Hunter, Ecology And Spirituality: A Brief Introduction, 1st edn. (Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p. 100.
]  [56:  RERC Reference 000136, ‘Female, 1941’, Archive of the Alister Hardy Trust] 


Famous conservationist and biologist Jane Goodall, who experienced the extraordinary in nature,[footnoteRef:57] is known to assert that ‘the whole purpose of spiritual energy and insight (…) is to hasten human moral progress. Either we evolve into saints or into extinction’.[footnoteRef:58] Goodall, like Leopold and many others epitomise the potential in particular people who listen to the call for kinship and heed global action. Noticeably, it seems the majority of people who express and act upon the ‘fruits’ of their extraordinary experience were already in some form of relationship with nature, myself included. This, as eluded to earlier, could be a limitation or an opportunity. Writer Nancy Wissers undertook an interview with a local Lenape indigenous person, who said: [57:  Nancy Frankenberry, The Faith Of Scientists: In Their Own Words, 1st edn. (United States of America: Princeton University Press, 2008), p. 304-306.]  [58:  Frankenberry, The Faith Of Scientists: In Their Own Words, p. 299.] 


That people who work to protect the Earth, no matter what race they are, were selected or recruited in some way by the Earth itself, that the spirits had spoken to them.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Nancy Wissers, 'This Moment Returns To Me: Childhood Reverie And A Lenape Idea Of Recruitment By The Earth’, in, Greening The Paranormal: Exploring The Ecology Of Extraordinary Experience, 1st edn. Ed. by Jack Hunter (United Kingdom: August Night Press, 2019), pp. 71-87, (p. 73).] 


This implies once again that it could be plausible nature’s beings are selecting specific people, already in the buddings of relationship with nature, maybe with some level of talent, influence or ability to become influential. Potentially there is more chance of change and action, in these instances, than in people who fear nature, the unexplained or supernatural. An individual’s response depends upon personal interpretation, after all, which will be affected by their background, culture, religion and belief system.[footnoteRef:60] Negative reactions could, adversely push them further out of relationship with nature. Hunter shares this view, in which he contends that it is possible during this era of Anthropocene, when we are so very disconnected from nature, experiences of the extraordinary could be misunderstood as ‘‘paranormal’, or worse - ‘pathological’’.[footnoteRef:61] Based on this evidence, nature appears to have found a way to sense and select a person’s ability to respond positively and influentially to the extraordinary. Maybe future research will ‘fruitfully’ evidence this, until then one can only speculate in mystical wonderment.  [60:  Schmidt, The Study Of Religious Experience: Approaches And Methodologies, p. 6.]  [61:  Jack Hunter, Listening To The Land: Other-Than-Human Voices In The Anthropocene, [Interdisciplinary approaches to the study of Religious and Spiritual Experiences Annual conference of the Religious Experience Research Centre, Zoom Presentation] (The seventh conference of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 10th July 2021)
] 


Conclusion

The similarities observed and evidence presented in this essay strongly suggests that extrovertive extraordinary experience is capable of inspiring specific people, to re-awaken an ancient sacred bond between humans and nature, which often results in pro-environmental action as part of this relationship. Perhaps the call to raise ecological consciousness is coming from nature herself in the most loving form imaginable; an invitation to re-establish the reciprocal relationship humans once had through the gift of extraordinary experience. Based upon the evidence and scholarly reflections presented within this essay, in answer to the question it set out to explore; there is strong reason to argue that, yes, extraordinary experience does indeed play a role in establishing a relationship with nature. However, it is not a clear-cut unequivocal answer, because the accounts considered in this essay infer that the question is interfaced, and could be flipped numerous ways. Extraordinary experience could be nature’s way of playing a role in re-establishing relationship with us, just as much as extraordinary experience could play a role in people establishing a relationship with nature. Furthermore, based upon the multiple accounts of people already interacting with nature, there is another side to the query that implies the strongest answer to the question is its reverse; in that, establishing a relationship with nature plays a role in extraordinary experience. 

In addition, from the evidence analysed, it appears that extraordinary experiences manifest and develop relationships to inspire long-term behavioural change, of select individuals, who are likely less fearful of the unknown. Inferring, these occurrences incite pro-environmental behaviour or subtle changes in attitude, which re-establish an individual’s relationship with nature in an act to preserve the natural world. The evidence even denotes that extrovertive extraordinary experiences could be delicately shifting our relationship with nature in an act of evolution; inducing positive adaptations, like new sensations that feel so loving they seem spiritual. Perhaps nature has found a way to enchant people into action through the delicate, acceptable, ‘fruits’ of subtle and strong extraordinary experiences. Or, people, in a state of enchantment, fall into the right conditions for nature to commune with them, like indigenous people suggest is possible with the natural world and nature spirits. Maybe nature seeks to create a ripple effect through select people with the talents, creativity and potential to reach and influence an expansive audience. Unlike anthropocentric religious missions historically achieved through oppressive force, nature could seek to drive cultural, societal and religious change through gentle empathetic energy. Earth’s beings could be trying to show their love for us in ways we may begin to understand, so that we may love them back and become one again; ever evolving together. That sense of awe and oneness so briefly shared in the extraordinary could therefore become a lifetime reality; healing our ancient revered relationship with all that is.
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