On Giving Thanks
There has been much written on the act of thanksgiving. And much said. The ritual is held fast in the
American psyche courtesy of a singular day each year brought into being by their 17th century
forebears. In years past, European harvest festivals maintained a similar focus – to give thanks for the
mystery and good grace by which communities partook of the season’s bounty, provisions which
would see them through an approaching winter-dark. Many religious and cultural traditions across the
world have their foundation in such acts. In the film ‘Last of the Mohicans’, a young Daniel DayLewis says a death-rite over the deer which would become his family’s meal, thanking its departing
spirit for the gift of its flesh. And I remember as a child saying ‘grace’ at table before commencing the
evening meal. Even though a ritual which fell by the wayside in our family’s move to more secular
forms of gratitude, it encouraged my awareness of the role of all the myriad actors (be they animal,
vegetable or mineral) whose gifts help make my life what it is, built (as it is) on the most basic but
essential of foundations – Gaia’s gifts of fresh air to breathe and clean water to drink.
Too often it is too easy to forget to give thanks, to even remember how to give thanks when in day-today busyness we find ourselves more often focused on reproaching the things that go wrong than
being thankful for the things that go right. Yet thanksgiving can extend much further than simply
holding a grateful awareness within our consciousness for the sheer blessedness of our gift of life on
this third-rock-from-the-sun. It is in the giving back – reciprocal recognition – that we may directly
attune to the interconnectedness of all creation sprung from the fertile Ground, and our passage
opened to deeper dimensions of thanksgiving than just saying ‘thank you’ itself.
The Parable of the Energy Tree
Once I found myself in a Malakut landscape where a large group sat in an outdoor circle. They swayed
and chanted as part of a ritual to draw energy from the shrine at their centre. The group was no
traditional or indigenous community but a seeming New-Age collective of like-minded ‘hippies’ with
a feel of peaceful and gentle souls about them. But there was a problem – the energy didn’t flow from
the shrine like it should to ‘feed’ the group’s purpose.
I found myself at the shrine itself and discovered it to be a tree rising out of an open-sided stone
structure – its misshapen trunk was young, pale and ‘weedy’, no more than 20cm in diameter. I
watched as the group’s female leader explained to a ‘maintenance-man’ that the tree was sick. ‘It’s an
energy tree; it’s supposed to fill us with energy but it’s not working anymore – can you fix it?’ she
asked. Like a plumber who looks under the sink for signs of blockage, he bent down beneath the stone
structure and started fiddling about. Meanwhile, in the background, I sensed that group members had
stopped chanting, and were mumbling and muttering with concern instead.
Suddenly the tips of my fingers began tingling; they felt warm and ‘enlarged’ as if beginning to sing
with the chi of shared circuitry. It’s an occasional phenomena I experience both in the material and
Otherworld when my cells wish to remind me of their own inherent knowing, that they form part of a
diffuse universal ecology of mind regardless of where my thoughts may be focused at the time.
Instantly I felt-sensed what the tree needed from the group – its energy reciprocated – and encircling
the trunk with my hand, let love flow into it. Immediately the tree began to straighten and grow tall
before our eyes. The group looked on in amazement and began to mutter afresh, this time about
‘magic’ or the ‘special gifts’ which had enabled it to be ‘healed’.
So I took the opportunity to explain that what I had done was neither magical nor special, but very
simple and completely natural – an act of thanksgiving – no more, no less. One could not just ‘take’
without ‘giving’ in return. In a circle with no beginning or end, we are all interconnected – this group
had quite literally sucked their tree dry, the only source of ‘blockage’ in the process they themselves.
The tree had given, selflessly, yet still they wanted more. All that was needed was an equally selfless
act back to the tree to restore the balance of energy in the whole circuit, my compassionate cells
compelled to answer that call as a natural matter-of-course. Loving and appreciating the tree for itself,
acknowledging and giving thanks for its gift of energy, was sufficient to restore its desire to continue
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gifting, ‘feeding’ it so the group’s energy in turn could be fed. Creation begets creation, loving begets
loving. It was as if this group were ignorant of a quite basic principle of engagement in the great circle
of life, one fundamental to maintaining systemic wholeness.
The irony, that they were perpetuating as much imbalance with their methodology as those responsible
for more blatant acts of environmental degradation in our world, was not lost on me in the moment.
Indeed I would have quoted them the words of Meister Eckhart – if the only prayer you said in your
whole life was ‘thank you’, that would
suffice – had I thought of it at the
time! As it was, I returned from the
Malakut with my chi still singing, the
parable’s teaching now part of my
own embodied knowing – a teaching
that reminded me that ancient cultures
had known how to work with the
elements, had known how to speak
with the land, seas and sky. It also
reminded me that this skill had long
since been ignored and forgotten by a
humanity convinced of its übermench
status, of having mastery over all
regardless of consequence, as long as
it served some narrow self-determined
need. Yet it is critical for us to
remember this link, to re-attune to
working together on a single plane of
consistency as equals, communicating
and communing together for the
benefit of all. The language of trees may be different to the language of humans at one level, but at the
deepest point of our souls, there is no need of translation. There we share the same language, the
single divine spark that is the source of all life. I call it the language of love, and conscious
thanksgiving one of its myriad expressions.
Heliotropic allusions
The 5th century Neoplatonist Proclus contemplated the language of love, and the way in which each
being gives thanks for the simple fact of its beingness, by focusing on a single plant expressing its true
nature. The way in which a heliotrope’s flowers exhibit diurnal motion, following the sun’s passage
across the sky, is a natural process he likened to prayer – a reciprocal act of thanksgiving, of praise. In
so doing, he postulated that the consciousness with which each being approaches the ritual of
thanksgiving may vary, but that does not lessen the intent underlying its act of love: ‘Each thing prays
according to the rank it occupies in nature, and sings the praise of the leader of the divine series to
which it belongs, a spiritual or rational or physical or sensuous praise; for the heliotrope moves to the
extent that it is free to move, and in its rotation, if we could hear the sound of the air buffeted by its
movement, we should be aware that it is a hymn to its king, such as it is within the power of a plant to
sing’ (Corbin 1998a, p.105-6).
In quoting Proclus, Corbin offers his own analogy: ‘(Likewise) the lotus manifests its affinity and
sympathy with the sun. Before the appearance of the sun’s ray, its blossom is closed; it opens slowly
at sunrise, unfolds as the sun rises to the zenith, and folds again and closes as the sun descends. What
difference is there between the human manner of praising the sun by moving the mouth and lips, and
that of the lotus which unfolds its petals? They are its lips and this is its natural hymn’ (Corbin 1998a,
p.287-8). The opportunities for praise are thus as boundless as the creative expressions of life in the
cosmos. It all comes down to a simple proposition: Who or what shouldn’t we thank for the simple
fact of our existence in this world? ‘The Unity is ever drawing to itself and inviting to itself everything
that has been born of It, either by nature or by grace. And therefore, too such enlightened men are,
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with a free spirit, lifted up above reason into a bare and imageless vision, wherein lives the eternal indrawing summons of the Divine Unity’ (Underhill 1995, p.422).
In-drawing, writes Underhill. A wonderful word to connote the tug of the unseen hand, the tug which
reminds us to remark the beauty of this world and give thanks for our opportunity to participate herein.
In-drawing, the act of love by which trees drink in carbon dioxide and pump out oxygen to sustain our
very lives. In-drawing, the act of love by which our oceans engage the atmosphere in a perennial water
cycle which rains down freshness and life into our rivers and streams. Trees giving naturally of
oxygen, rivers water – how can we repay such kindnesses, such acts of love which sustain us,
naturally? Simply by reciprocating love in our remembrance to give thanks to each and every thing
whose own presence helps make our existence here possible. Of course the most direct ‘source’ would
be our parents – the in-drawing of sperm to ovum, but the circle widens with exponential speed when
we consider everything we in-draw, everything we touch and are touched by, that sustains our passage
through this world. In no time at all I have arrived at the extremes of the Gaiasphere and hurtled
towards the sun with my heliotropic thanks. But why stop here? The fabric of our entire solar system
was born of a supernova dust factory which was born of … and, and, and ... all the way back – and
beyond – to a ‘big bang’ before beginningless time. Without that singular event, there would be no
singular me. Shouldn’t I
therefore also be thankful
that the universe came
into existence in the first
place? ‘No man is an
island, entire of itself;
every man is a piece of
the continent, a part of the
main’ wrote John Donne.
Ah, but even an island
should know to give
thanks for the causes and
conditions occasioning its
very presence, the very
fact of its beingness in the
flow of the ‘main’s’
space-time.
‘We have to strip away all the barriers in order to live as part of the universal life. A person isn’t some
private entity travelling unaffected through time and space as if sealed off from the rest of the world
by a thick shell … In our lives are present a multitude of phenomena, just as we ourselves are present
in many different phenomena. We are life, and life is limitless’ (Nhat Hanh 2008, p.49). Follow this
logic and each and every act in our life should, as a matter-of-course, be an act of love, an act of
selflessly reciprocating love with each and every expression of Buddha-nature in creation with which
we interconnect, by which all presence is sustained in the great flow of time. The heliotrope’s
engaging in reciprocal love with the sun is the lesson of the energy tree’s selfless gifting by another
name. Sharing blessings with each other is sharing blessings with the all, not only connecting us each
to the other to the other without end, but also to the divine source itself. Each of us is born of love,
born with the spark of love at our core. Thus each of us has the potential to be a trickling stream of
love throughout our lives, a constant fount of mirroring joy on our rhizomatic meander through the
watershed of the world, each of us a contributory tributary to the one river of life as it returns to the
one sea of Being, each of us a participant in this water cycle extraordinaire.
Life is satori
A year or more ago, as I sat in meditation, words formed: Life is satori. At the time I challenged
Mr1300BC. But isn’t enlightenment an ‘event’? An instant in time? His response: Unfolding. Ah, then
I understood. Once we make the connection, once we truly see, with eyes unclouded, the reality
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behind appearances, we realise that every appearance is a creative, manifest expression of the one
reality, and our whole experience of life unfolds, naturally, of itself, as satori – nothing special.
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel puts his stamp on the same principle as follows: “Our goal should be
to live life in radical amazement ... get up in the morning and look at the world in a way that takes
nothing for granted. Everything is phenomenal; everything is incredible” (Heschel 1976), while Thich
Nhat Hanh, in his inimitable way, recalls that ‘one Zen master, when asked to explain the wonder of
reality, pointed to a cypress tree and said, “Look at the cypress tree over there’ (Nhat Hanh 2008,
p.58). So ordinary, so gloriously, wondrously ordinary. Being here is the miracle and consciously
bearing witness – finding the extraordinary in the ordinary – is our gift to the miracle of life, each of
our senses an invitation to participate in the beauty of this world. Here, now, we ourselves are an
‘occasion’, an expression of the one reality, in our own right: ‘It is highly important that we realise the
rarity and preciousness of the human life … a great occasion!’ (Dalai Lama 2001, p.187).
Indeed, life is satori,
where each moment is
like any other moment
that touches us anew with
wonder. It doesn’t have to
be
anything
wildly
spectacular, each and
every ‘nothing special’
occasion has the potential
to become a moment of
being – an opportunity to
recognise wonder, and to
give thanks for same. It’s
a thought I captured in
verse one day, inspired by
observing my youngest
child simply living, yet
dedicated to all my
children as they enjoin the joy of life with each in-breath, each out-breath, each moment of their
being…
To hear your laugh
is joy itself –
yours mine become.
Or the redolent hum
that accompanies some task
(just like my Mum)
sends me slipping
through and into a space
of warmed sheets and tight-squeezed hugs.
But in the moment, this moment,
I simply smile. And give thanks.
That you are you, complete –
the gift of life, the meaning of life –
Life. As you yourself know.
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