
The Sensuous Kinship of Body and Earth

Sophia Reinders

California Institute of Integral Studies, San Francisco,
California.
WisdomBody Institute for Creative Psychotherapy
and Expressive Arts, San Francisco, California.

Abstract
As humans, we share with all life-forms and with the earth itself the
sensuous kinship of embodied being. Our planet is the living matrix in
which all earth communities, including the human, are embedded and
have their ground. This article is a phenomenological meditation on the
experiential fabric of an earth-cherishing mode of human conscious-
ness, an eco-centric consciousness, imbued with the awareness of the
intimate reciprocity of the humanwith the living earth. Itwonders about
how we may ‘‘seed’’ and foster this eco-centric mode of consciousness
and its aware sensibilities, and suggests that we may look toward the
body as the ‘‘top soil’’ in which an earth-embracing consciousness can
take root and develop, coming to fruition in attuned earth-stewardship.
Key Words: Eco-centric consciousness—Human-earth reciprocity—
Re-enchantment with the earth—Earth stewardship.

T
he first time I heard coyote, it was a dark, stormy night, filled
with the shapeless presence of wind and rain. Only for brief
moments did the contours of the hills emerge into visibility
in the sudden paths of flashes of lightning.

I was comfortably sheltered in my spacious studio under the rain-
beaten roof. When the voice of coyote burst forth into the night, it
pulled me out of the reverie I had been engaged in, with a force I felt
through and through. All my senses came alive as I listened with my
whole being to the nuances and inflections of this sound, this sin-
gular melodic line that traversed the silence and shaped the night,
rising and falling with its own necessity and its breathing, pulsating,
sensuous mystery. Immersed in following the utterances of this other
with all my senses, my awareness of myself as separate began to
recede into the background, and coyote in his own sensuous imme-

diacy filled my awareness, while his voice reverberated through my
whole body.

Listening, I felt opening up in me a spaciousness of wonder, cel-
ebration, and a deep, joyous sense of kinship, a kinship that I felt
sculpted in the very tissue of my body.

Gradually, my senses offered up images, arising with their own
spontaneous life force, images whose tone color seemed to echo
coyote’s voice, mingling with it and woven of the same fabric.
Reaching for my journal, I wrote:

Coyote sings.
In the wide-open night
of darkened earth and brilliant sky
Coyote sings.
In the sharp darkness
of the thundering night
Coyote sings.
In the flickering glimmer
of the windswept night
Coyote sings.
In the unspeakable tenderness
of the wide-open night:
Coyote sings.

Coyote’s sensuous being andmy presence to her or him, the images
arising, my creative gesture giving them body, and the joy I sensed
reverberating in me—they all were held in the living fabric of this
experience, weaving together coyote, night, and my deep sensory
participation. I was filled with gratitude.

As humans, we share with all life-forms and with the earth itself
the ancient kinship of embodied being. This sensuous kinship is
woven into the fabric of our sensing and moving, perceiving,
thinking, feeling and imaging body, molded by the living, ensouled,
creative earth and all its beings.

David Abram offers us a passionate reminder:

Our own life is entirely continuous with the life of the rivers and
the forests, our intelligence is entangled with the wild intelligence
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of wolves and of wetlands, our breathing bodies are simply our
part of the exuberant flesh of the earth. (Abram, 2005, para. 10)

This intimate reciprocity with the living earth, then, lies at the
heart of our being. It is, however, the capacity to be aware of our
interbeing with the earth and the entire cosmos that defines and
describes us as human species. The capacity for awareness, coevol-
ving with the cosmos, comes to fruition in the human.

Thomas Berry traces for us the arc of this becoming. Describing the
evolving of the universe from its first flaring forth, he goes on to say,

Earth gives unique expressions of itself in its rocks and crys-
talline structures and in the variety and splendor of living forms,
until humans appear as the moment in which the unfolding
universe becomes conscious of itself.. We bear the universe in
our beings as the universe bears us in its being. The two have a
total presence to each other and to that deeper mystery out of
which both the universe and ourselves have emerged. (Berry,
1988, p. 132)

In this ‘‘total presence to each other,’’ of which Berry speaks so
compellingly, the universe recognizes itself in the human in the in-
timate, living immediacy of their shared mystery. Brian Swimme
expresses this reciprocity of presence and awareness in an exquisite
image: ‘‘The universe shivers with wonder in the depth of the human’’
(Swimme, 2001, p. 32).

As we immerse ourselves into this magnificent mystery, we
may wonder: How can we as humans actualize and bring to
expression this life-affirming awareness whose potential the
evolving universe has embedded in our being? How do we
consciously embody our capacity for an earth-embracing con-
sciousness and bring this consciousness to fruition in earth-
sheltering and earth-affirming actions? How may we as human
species learn to shiver with wonder within the all-embracing
mystery of the cosmos?

For centuries, the prevailing Western culture has been defined by
an egocentric and anthropocentric worldview and its concomitant
values, with its beliefs in human separateness from and superiority to
the earth and all its life-forms.

In contrast, Berry and Swimme, in their passionate and empathic
attunement to the magnificent mystery of the living earth, and
acutely aware not only of the sustaining life-force and beauty of the
earth but equally of the peril in which the earth finds itself today,
invite us into a radically different vision for the human and for
human consciousness. Their appeal is joined by a growing chorus of
voices from diverse fields of contemporary sciences and humanities.

As we face our ecological crisis and the destruction of all living
systems of the earth through human activity, we might feel with
despairing intensity the urgency of this appeal and ask ourselves:
How can we bring into being in ourselves and in our communities a
consciousness that is earth-cherishing and aware of the planet as the
living matrix in which all earth communities, including the human,
are embedded and have their ground?

What might be the experiential fabric of such a mode of con-
sciousness? In our wondering, some facets suggest themselves. An
eco-centric consciousness embraces at once the capacity for scien-
tific thought and the capacity for love, the capacity for rational
understanding and the ability for empathic attunement and intuition.
Let us again listen to Thomas Berry: ‘‘This re-enchantment with
the earth as a living reality is the condition for our rescue of the
earth from the impending destruction that we are imposing upon it’’
(1988, p. 21).

Reawakening our ancient capacity to be enchanted with the
mystery that has given birth to us and surrounds us, Berry suggests,
may profoundly alter the ways in which we understand our purpose
and responsibility as humans. It may encourage us to take our place
with love and empathy for all life-forms in a sustainable earth
community. As we empathically sensitize ourselves, less through a
sense of duty but through love, to the plight of the earth, we become
more capable, in the words of Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat
Hanh ‘‘to hear within [ourselves] the sound of the earth crying’’ (Seed
et al., 1988, p. 7).

Creatively opening our sensuous awareness to the energies of
wonder and cultivating an embodied sensibility may guide us
toward actions that spring from a deeply lived and celebrated felt-
sense of interbeing with the living earth and all its mineral, plant,
animal, and human communities. Rainforest activist John Seed
offers a beautiful image of human experience of the earth, born
of love:

Once we have, to quote the poet Robinson Jeffers, ‘‘fallen in
love outwards,’’ once we have experienced the fierce joy of
life that attends extending our identity into nature, once we
realize that the nature within and the nature without are con-
tinuous, then we too may share and manifest the exquisite
beauty and effortless grace associated with the natural world.
(1988, p. 16)

How, then, can we foster a human consciousness capable of re-
alizing the continuity of our own being and the earth’s being? How
can we as Western societies rediscover the intrinsic knowing of our
being-nature, inextricably woven into the very web of life and its
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mysterious magnificence? How can we give birth to an earth-
cherishing consciousness with its ability to delight in and care for
the earth?

These questions can lead us to a deeper understanding of our
embodied consciousness and of our body, permeated as they are with
the same elemental creative intelligence that gave birth to the stars.

Is our body, then, not the ‘‘top soil’’ in which an earth-embracing
consciousness can take root and develop?

From deep within our perceiving, sensing, feeling, and imagining
body arises the knowing of our intimate indwelling within the earth
body. Our senses in their participatory immediacy hold the ability to
evoke and deepen our affective bond with other earth communities,
enlivening our capacity for meaningful encounter with their living
presence and awakening an attitude of delight, gratitude, and re-
sponsible stewardship.

Our lived body is capable of sensory active-receptive awareness of
the entire arc of our embodied experience. Developing and culti-
vating this awareness reawakens and refines all our senses and their
affective, intuitive, and imaginal resonances. It is the living fabric of
our sensing body that is exquisitely attuned to nature and invites us
into immediate empathic encounter, participation, and communion
with the living earth. Alive in all our senses, we may begin to listen to
the ancient dialogue of body and earth.

I awaken to a fresh, early spring morning and step out into the
garden, instantly received by a symphony of fragrances and bird
songs. Cool air envelops me, waking up all my senses. I can almost
taste its freshness. My gaze wanders to the young birch tree for which
I feel a particular affinity. Its pale white branches are softly outlined
against the pale blue sky, as they sway in the still air with the gentlest
of motions. The leaves are barely developing yet and give the whole
tree a fuzzy green sheen. From the highest branch a mockingbird fills
the sky with the rising and falling melodies of its songs. Slowly, my
eyes begin to receive rich nuances of green and shapes of quivering
leaves, still glistening with the moisture of yesterday’s rain. Branches
touch in their gentle dance, adding layers of ‘‘green sounds.’’ The first
cherry blossoms have opened. I touch my face into them, sensing
their soft petals on my skin. Inhaling deeply, I let their light, delicate
fragrance fill my lungs.

As I listen and sense with my whole body, I feel enveloped in
this luminous early morning, vibrating with the aliveness of the
first sun light, the small chirping, clicking, humming sounds of
birds and insects, woven together with the fragrances of first
blossoms.

Slowly, it is as if I myself am beginning to take the ‘‘shape’’ of the
morning. My senses no longer reach out to perceive, but simply open,

their attentive-receptive experiencing gently informed and molded
by the myriad presences of life all around.

Feelings and images arise into my awareness, as though my senses
reverberated and resonated as well on the inside of my being, offering
to the living landscape shades of affection and serenity, intimations
of joy and wonder, openness, and a deep wordless recognition.

Sensing outwardly into nature and inwardly into feelings and
images, I feel myself continuous with the living earth. I am filled with
gratitude and love.

Our sensing and perceiving, feeling and imagining body, present
to itself and present to the earth, is the portal into a lived knowing
of the elemental communion, which Merleau-Ponty calls the ‘‘flesh
of the world’’ (Abram, 1996, p. 66). Our emotions, feelings, images,
intuitive sensing and knowing, it seems to me, are the inward di-
mensions of our organs of perception. Inner and outer landscapes
are differentiated from each other only by the most subtle living,
pulsating ‘‘membrane’’ of embodied experience. Together, they
form the mutual call and response of being, This empathic attuning
is the essence of the world soul and its human ‘‘form,’’ the eco-
logical psyche, by which I mean our primordial embeddedness in
being, our human inflection within the soul of the earth. It is also
the essence of the cosmos, as it is the essence of the earth to which
we belong.

Ecological consciousness, the awake awareness of our interbeing
within the earth community, has its roots in the affective-intuitive
embodied knowing of the ecological psyche. Here lie its earth-
affirming sensibilities and its promise.

In the lived kinship inscribed in our being, body and earth come
together in the mystery of mutual presencing and recognition.

Let me end with a poem by Rilke (1905/2007):

Ah, not to be cut off,
not through the slightest partition
shut out from the laws of the stars.
The inner—what is it?
if not intensified sky,
hurled through with birds and deep
with the winds of homecoming.
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