Quality of Life
When Your World is Alive!

by Cougar (Michael Reddy, Ph.D.)

Q

UALITY OF LIFE IS SOMETHING WE ALL
WANT. And most will likely agree — comfort, status,

and wealth take us only so far. Good relationships,
right livelihood, and love characterize our deeper goals. We
search, in a word, for fulfillment. We can accept certain
hardships gladly, as long as what we do is fulfilling. The quality
of our lives is strongly related to how meaningful those lives are.
Well, how easy does our inherited Western worldview make it to
find real meaning? As someone university-trained in that shared
outlook, and also taught by native elders, I absorbed a profoundly
different worldview and can provide some perspective. It’s a quick
report, if you will, from a nearby country of the mind. Strangely
enough, meaning is a lot easier to find and hold on to there.
At the root of our modern worldview sits a lockstep, mindnumbing credo. A kind of litany of disassociation, it emanates
from the trickle-down remnants of 19th century science. You’ve
heard it I’m sure. The astronomer stands before a backdrop of
glittering constellations and says something like: “How
insignificant we are! See? The solar system wheels here above us,
a grand clockwork in the dark immensity of space, dwarfing us,
with all our shallow, everyday concerns. The forces of nature are
blind. Stars collide, winds blow, tides turn according to the laws
of physical science. And these know nothing of you or I.”
Wow. What a downer. You may not think about it, but this grim
gospel of mechanism is a background level assumption that
infects much of our awareness, and tends to pass spirituality itself
off as self-indulgent, wishful thinking. It’s a “things first” approach,
and big, “rule-governed” things first of all. It literally creates
technology. But it’s sure a tough landscape for seekers of
meaning.
The alternative, held by most human societies until around three
centuries ago, is an “awareness first” and “persons first”
approach. Labeled these days as “animism,” or “pantheism,” it
says that everything in the universe is built of the same stuff —
consciousness — and that you need to respect members of the
different levels of consciousness as you would other people.
Hence, the Native Americans speak of the “stone people,” and
the “plant people.” Since primal consciousness emanates from
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the divinity (the “great mysterious”), what you
see when you look out of your eyes is nothing
less than formations of the God-Energy itself.
Well, what a difference a worldview makes!
This is a fair country indeed for seekers of
meaning. It quite literally grows on trees. You
can walk through your life in the constant
presence of the divine — everywhere.
Watering your plants or driving your car can
be both acts of compassion and prayers. Ah,
but wait. I hear you saying, because I still
hear my older mind saying it was well —
“Boy… that would be so great. Too bad it’s
just not scientific.”

So let’s just take a brief look at that. To begin
with, mechanism was not something chosen
because all the new “experimental
philosophers” thought it was true. Politics, especially church
politics, forbade them from having anything to do with Spirit.
Mechanism began as a kind of dodge to get around this. And,
more importantly, leading-edge science today has called into
question much of the framework that led to this worldview.
“Mechanism is not the answer,” says the movie, What the Bleep
Do We Know?
Suppose we have a drop of water falling in still air from a very
high tree-branch. Physical scientists used to say, if we know the
height of the branch and the size of the drop, we can tell you its
position and speed at any time, and exactly where it will fall. This
is useful. But it turns out it only works for situations involving a
very small number of variables (influences). With computers,
researchers now study systems with thousands and millions of
variables — like a forest, or the weather, or your body. About
these, there is something quintessentially unpredictable. Lets say
it’s no longer still air the drop is falling through, but a windy sky.
For precise prediction now, they would have to first calculate,
well, the position and direction of every little chunk of air in Earth’s
atmosphere. Because that’s the only way to know which way the
wind will push the falling drop. The whole clockwork, deterministic
thing fails.
Another, very relevant, very scientific characteristic of large, realworld systems is called the “butterfly effect.” Very small
influences, very far away from, say, a Pacific typhoon, can be the
difference that sends the storm to Taiwan, as opposed to Japan…
something as small as a butterfly flapping its wings in Guam. Here
is the very opposite of the grim, mechanistic gospel. Some little
good thing you do might very well prevent a titanic collision of
worlds or cultures.
In many ways, then, popular consciousness has simply not
caught up with the ways in which science itself is leading us back
towards that “everything’s alive” and “everything deserves
respect” point of view. Letters to Vanessa: On Love, Science, and
Awareness in an Enchanted World, by Jeremy Hayward, fills out
this story in a very readable way. My own Steps Between the
Worlds, http://www.shamansweb.org/Thoughts.html, suggests
ways to begin shifting your consciousness. In any case, in a living,
conscious world, meaning, and thus quality of life, really does
grow on trees. Wish you were here. Maybe you’d like to visit. 

