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Sitting with a Dandelion: Plants as Doorways to the Sacred 
Amanda-Jane Page 
 
This essay discusses out-of-the-ordinary experiences that can be classed as having sacred 

elements and that directly involve plants or indirectly, through their settings in gardens and 

woodlands. Sacred here means something connected with God or a god and is considered to 

be holy. God is expanded here to mean goddess, the divine, source, deity or whatever one 

would wish to call that which is holy or spiritual. Durkheim’s scholarly definition relates to 

anything supernatural or extraordinary approached via ritual or rites: ‘sacred, the 

characteristic of all that is religious; not characterized by its exalted position, but by its 

distinction from the profane’1. The essay will also consider why such a strengthened 

relationship with nature might be important. Are these experiences of ‘evolutionary value’ 

as Alister Hardy supposes?2 It contextualises the meaning of extraordinary experience; looks 

at the main thinkers of the past century; holds up empirical research studies and explores 

the brain/mind question in terms of these strange experiences.  

Overall, the central question is what particular relationships are being formed 

between human and natural organisms and nature as a whole. Plants have been chosen as 

humans have a long-established relationship with herbs, shrubs and trees in terms of use 

value: they provide our food, our medicine and fuel to keep us warm. Humans could not 

survive without them, yet Western culture (that is to say, cultures that have ties to 

European countries) does not perceive, as do some other cultures, plants as being sacred. 

Could this have led to the current socio-ecological disaster we find ourselves in the midst 

of? What can we learn from the plants themselves to establish more balanced and 

reciprocal relations? Jack Hunter suggests that ‘it is through interaction that non-human 

intelligences manifest,’ and this is what is discussed in the final part of the essay. Thus, it 

considers types of experiences that have been classified as religious or mystical. Examples 

will be provided from the archives of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre 

(RERC), an archive that consists of over 6,000 accounts of first-hand reports of people from 

across the world who have had a spiritual or religious experience, and it compares these 

examples, recorded in and around 1969, with other historical and contemporary accounts 

 
1 E. Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, (2012) Dover Publications [accessed: 31 March 
2023]. 
2 The Alister Hardy Trust, (2021) [accessed 15 December 2022]. 
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including my own experiences at an immersive herbal retreat that I attended in 2023, to 

show that these type of mystical experiences in nature are universal and do indeed have 

purpose.  

 

What is an Extraordinary Experience, and what kinds are there? 

‘Without experience… mankind would not be able to reason’ says F. C. Happold, ‘experience 

is, therefore, the primary thing.’3 There is a particular kind of experience to discuss here: it is 

the extraordinary kind. But what is extraordinary experience? For example, there are 

paranormal experiences that would fit the out of the ordinary brief – such as out-of-body, 

near death or supernatural events – that do not always have a locus in or orientation 

towards the natural world. Therefore, for the purpose of clarity, this discussion will 

concentrate on moments that take place outdoors with plants and those that capture a 

feeling of interconnectedness with the natural world. To further pin down the meaning, 

extraordinary experiences, as defined by Bhattacharjee and Mogilner, are ‘uncommon’ and 

‘infrequent’ occurrences.4 They aimed to show not only what counts as extraordinary but 

also how moments such as these can have a lasting and influential effect on a person. 

Bhattacharjee and Mogilner’s paper, published in the Journal of Consumer Research, builds 

on prior research to reveal that greater happiness comes from life experiences than from 

possessions. It looks at the difference between the two types of experience and how each 

relates to a person’s happiness. An individual travels through life collecting these 

experiences – or ‘momentous events’ such as graduation, marriage and the birth of children 

- these forming a collection of experiences that can have ‘important consequences for self-

definition, well-being, and life-satisfaction.’5 Further, extraordinary experiences can be life-

changing for an individual. 

Bhattacharjee and Mogilner conducted this study to see what kinds of experience 

were deemed important: Two hundred and twenty-two people were recruited to participate 

in the study and the results were split across twelve categories of experience such as social 

relationships, career and nature. The study indicated a consensus on what counted as an 

 
3 F. C. Happold and others, Mysticism: A Study And An Anthology (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1977), p. 25. 
4 Amit Bhattacharjee and Cassie Mogilner, ‘Happiness From Ordinary And Extraordinary Experiences’, 
Journal of Consumer Research, 41.1 (2014), 1-17 (p. 2) [accessed 27 December 2022]. 
5 Bhattacharjee, ‘Happiness From Ordinary And Extraordinary Experiences’, p. 2. 
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ordinary and what counted as an extraordinary experience representing an underlying, and 

one could say universal, understanding of the types of feelings associated with the two 

types of experience. Although the data does not describe what the experience entailed, 

according to the summary results, 0.9% or 2 people had experiences in nature that were 

categorised as extraordinary.6 This research is crucial in understanding how human beings 

create meaning in their life through experiences. The writers further comment that these 

‘special’ moments ‘capture people’s attention and endure in memories’.7 All the 

experiences listed were about relationships: with other people, with work, or with the self. 

It is the experience that creates meaning for that relationship either in establishing it or 

building importance for the person. Nature, however, is the focus here. Jack Hunter argues 

that following an extraordinary experience in nature, a person is left with ‘an enhanced 

sense of connection to the environment.’8 The next section explores different ideas about 

how this might happen. 

 

Mystical And Religious Experience: A Short History 

It is useful to look at the key academics of the last century on the subject of extraordinary 

experience in the last century. The lineage stretches from F.W.H. Myers to William James 

and his text The Varieties of Religious Experience in 1901-2, to Dr Rudolf Otto who wrote 

Das Heilige (The Idea of the Holy) in 1917 through to F. C. Happold who produced an 

anthology of writing on Mysticism in 1963; then Sir Alister Hardy and the publication of the 

Gifford Lectures 1964-5 under the title The Divine Flame, published in 1966. William James 

proposed that one of the defining qualities of a religious experience is its capacity to change 

the outlook of an individual. James termed this the ‘fruits’ of religious experience.9 For 

James, after a religious experience, ‘a new life opens’.  He suggested that various theologies 

agree that religious experiences exist: for some, it was related to personal god/s, and to 

others it is the ‘eternal structure of the world’ – but the experience of the ‘union’ differs just 

 
6 Bhattacharjee, ‘Happiness From Ordinary And Extraordinary Experiences’, p. 5. 
7 Bhattacharjee, ‘Happiness From Ordinary And Extraordinary Experiences’, p. 13.  
8 Jack Hunter, ‘Greening The Paranormal: Re-wilding And Re-enchantment’, in Greening The  
Paranormal, ed. by Jack Hunter (USA and UK: August Night Press, 2019), pp. 1-42 (p. 21).  
9 William James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, (London and Glasgow: Collins Clear-Type  
Press, 1975), p. 41. 
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as every individual differs.1011  Happold writes on Mysticism – which is anything 

unexplainable, supernatural or magical – and describes it as ‘a break through the world of 

time and history into one of eternity and timelessness’.12 For Happold, mystical experiences 

have the ‘quality of transiency’: that return you to your senses but the experiences can 

increase in frequency.13 The result is a ‘ feeling of passivity,’ and a ‘consciousness of the 

oneness of everything,’ and the experience of existence as a ‘unity’.14 In an attempt to make 

supernatural phenomenon more scientific, F.W.H. Myers started The Society for Psychical 

Research.15 His work aimed to record mind-to-mind communication, which he termed 

telepathy, now referred to as psi phenomena, to root the paranormal in empirical science. 

Otto coined the term numinous, defining it as a ‘sense of the divine presence and part of the 

reality and character of that presence.’16 For Otto, it is the loveliness of nature which 

inspires in us a feeling of ‘awefulness’ (sic) -  ‘fear and beauty.’17 Hardy believed that 

spiritual awareness was universal, and used newspaper and radio advertisements to collect 

accounts of religious experiences from members of the general public in and around 

Oxford.18  

As well as a deep interest in mystical and religious experience amongst these 

thinkers, there is also a pattern emerging (unusual, awe-full and uncommon that leaves a 

person changed in some way) which can be directly mapped onto other events that create 

meaning and define a person’s life. Specific examples will be discussed later, but for now, it 

is worthwhile considering William James’ suggestion that ‘religious awe is the same organic 

thrill which we feel in a forest at twilight or in a mountain gorge.’19 And vice versa. James 

sees a direct correlation between religious awe and sublime natural experiences.  

For Stephen Harrod Buhner these mystical moments have ‘accompanied our species 

through millennia’. They are an important part of what make us human and are not 

 
10 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 485. 
11 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 485. 
12 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 18. 
13 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 45. 
14 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p 46. 
15 F. W. H. Myers, Human Personality And Its Survival Of Bodily Death, (Charlottesville: Hamptons Roads  
Publishing Company, Inc, 2001), p. 314. 
16 Alister Hardy, The Divine Flame: An Essay Towards A Natural History of Religion, (London: Collins, 
 1966), p. 107. 
17 Hardy, The Divine Flame, p. 111. 
18 The Alister Hardy Trust, (2021) [accessed 15 December 2022].  
19 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 45. 
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uncommon.20 According to The Alister Hardy Trust website, research suggests that half the 

population of the UK has had a spiritual experience.21 In the US, one third of people 

surveyed in recent years declare they have had a mystical experience.22 Thomas and Cooper 

aimed to uncover what was ‘mystical’ about experience so they conducted a study of three 

hundred young adults who responded to the question: ‘Have you ever had the feeling of 

being close to a powerful spiritual force that seemed to lift you out of yourself?’ Roughly 

one third of respondents answered yes (the same as the wider surveys). 2% (six people) 

reported mystical experiences (categorized as type 2) which were described using 

expressions such as awesome, ineffable and oneness, indicating an underlying feeling that is 

both recognised and, also, that an equation between God and nature exists for people.23 A 

further 12% reported psychic experiences (type 3), described as ‘other-worldly’ and 

associated with spirituality or religious in nature. However, in the discussion, although 72% 

answered yes, only 5% were deemed as having a mystical-type experience. So, this fits with 

the initial assertion that extraordinary experiences are uncommon. Thomas and Cooper go 

on to state that more research is needed as although this was a limited study, it reached 

similar results to prior studies by others in the field, indicating that empirical study is a 

possibility.24 

 

Is this all in my head? 

As well as looking at what experts in the field have said about extraordinary experiences and 

how it can affect a person, it is also important to investigate how humans process 

experiences to determine if there is a mechanism at play. Helminiak’s description of 

extraordinary experiences includes ‘seeing visions, hearing voices, sensing an overwhelming 

presence, perceiving realities with uncommon and “transcendent” vividness, experiencing 

ecstasy, and the like.’25 His paper discusses neurological, neurochemical and psychological 

 
20 Stephen Harrod Buhner, Plant Intelligence And The Imaginal Realm: Beyond The Doors Of Perception Into 
The Dreaming Earth, (Rochester: Bear & Company, 2014), p. 18. 
21 The Alister Hardy Trust, (2021) [accessed 15 December 2022].  
22 L. Eugene Thomas and Pamela E. Cooper, ‘Measurement And Incidence of Mystical Experiences: An 
Exploratory Study’, Journal For The Scientific Study Of Religion, 17.4 (1978), 433-437 (p. 433) [accessed 10 
December 2022]. 
23 Thomas, ‘Measurement And Incidence’, p. 435. 
24 Thomas, ‘Measurement And Incidence’, p. 436. 
25 Daniel A. Helminiak, ‘Neurology, Psychology, and Extraordinary Religious Experiences’, Journal Of 
Religion And Health, 23.1 (1984), 33-46 (p. 33) [accessed 20 December 2022] 
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conclusions reached by scientists to explain these responses. For example, reductionist 

explanations put such experiences down to ‘a misfunctioning’ of the brain or a personality 

disorder.26 Instead, Helminiak suggests that a mechanism similar to problem solving or the 

‘creative process’ is at play when a person experiences phenomena where a solution forms 

and is presented in the moment and then acted upon.27 Much as with William James’ notion 

of fruits, ‘authenticity’ is a key measure.28 He claims that extraordinary experience 

(regardless of form) moves a person ‘further along a path of growth… of the human spiritual 

nature’.29 This ‘holistic conception of development’ integrates and works, ‘harmoniously 

toward the unfolding of the highest potential of the individual.’30 Helminiak’s work 

describes particular elements involved in extraordinary experiences as well as their results.  

Paul Cunningham’s work explores the split between mind and body - or rather 

consciousness/thinking and brain matter - with the hypothesis that ‘the brain could be a 

filter, a conductor or… mechanism that conveys rather than contains or causes the religious 

experience.’31 He suggests that: 

the brain… may not produce religious cognitions and emotions, but instead mediates 

them. The mediating function of the brain might be one of "straining, sifting, 

canalizing, limiting, and individualizing that larger mental reality existing behind the 

scenes. 32 

Indeed, this idea, Cunningham claimed, would make sense of a variety of paranormal 

phenomena such as dreams, near death and out-of-body experiences.33 That ‘larger mental 

reality’ is what we are grasping at here:  the worlds glimpsed during moments of 

extraordinary experience. 

 

What is the purpose?  

 
26 Helminiak, ‘Neurology’, p. 43. 
27 Helminiak, ‘Neurology’, p. 37. 
28 Helminiak, ‘Neurology’, p. 37. 
29 Helminiak, ‘Neurology’, p. 38. 
30 Helminiak, ‘Neurology’, p. 38. 
31 Paul F. Cunningham, ‘Are Religious Experiences Really Localized Within the Brain? The Promise,  
Challenges, And Prospects Of Neurotheology’, The Journal of Mind and Behavior, 32.3 (2011), 223-249 (229) 
[accessed 27 December 2022] 
32 Cunningham, Are Religious Experiences’, p. 235. 
33 Cunningham, Are Religious Experiences’, p. 236. 
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Regardless of the exact mechanisms involved, or the ultimate formulation of the brain/mind 

relationship, extraordinary experiences seem to lead to a strengthening of regard for and 

awareness of the natural world. Jack Hunter argues that it is possible that there is a 

connection between abnormal and extraordinary experiences and ‘the development of 

ecological consciousness’.34 Indeed, William James posits that ‘regenerative change’ could 

happen when we communicate with the sacred.35 Is this the purpose? Westerners have 

often seen themselves outside of nature rather than in it – and this may be related to the 

reductionist and dominant view of both religion and science. David Abram suggests that we 

have replaced our sense of loss of connection with the natural world with the idea of a 

‘supernatural heaven,’36 and it is this hierarchical ordering that has set humans ‘above and 

apart from all others’.37 In a chapter titled ‘Reclaiming the Invisible’, Buhner argues that our 

culture - and in particular Western education systems - has blocked a deeper perception of 

the environment and a sense of interrelationship with the world. Yet, one of the assertions 

Happold makes is that the human, ‘if prepared to make the necessary effort,’ can identify 

with their ‘true self’ connected with the Divine and ‘nature’.38  

Gardens, it can be suggested, are places where such relationships might start, with 

or without an extraordinary experience taking place, and have a long history in Western 

culture. Jeremy Naydler documents the history of gardens as places of worship and 

connection to the divine: from the temple gardens of Egypt to Islamic gardens with paradise 

symbolism to medieval walled gardens and on to Monet’s sacred art garden of Giverny.39 

Naydler suggests that Monet’s garden is a ‘conclusion of things becoming manifest’.40 Here, 

the garden is more than the sum of its plants; it is where the human and other-than-human 

commune together. Indeed, it could be said that oneness is what is being ‘manifested’. 

 

Western versus Indigenous Relationships 

 
34 Hunter, ‘Greening The Paranormal’, p. 21. 
35 James, The Varieties Of Religious Experience, p. 491. 
36  David Abram, The Spell Of The Sensuous: Perception And Language In A More-Than-Human World, (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2017), p. 10. 
37 Abram, The Spell Of The Sensuous, p. 48. 
38 Happold, Mysticism, p. 20. 
39 Jeremy, Naydler, Gardening As A Sacred Art, (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2011) 
40 Naydler, Gardening As A Sacred Art, p. 91. 
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Hunter argues that a culture that entertains ‘the possibility of communion between human 

and non-human intelligence’ will have better luck at producing such experiences than, say, a 

culture which does not believe in such a possibility.41 Thus, Westerners need to find their 

own way – or remember a time when they lived in greater harmony with earth’s cycles, for 

example. Yet, what seems extraordinary in the Western context may not be perceived in the 

same way by other cultures, in particular people who have lived on the same land for 

thousands of years and have developed complex relationships with the ecology of the place 

(otherwise known as indigenous people). Robin Wall Kimmerer argues that as people 

develop their own ways of ‘becoming indigenous’ by belonging and being integral to, and 

inseparable from, the ecosystems where they live, they will reconnect to make reciprocal 

relationships with non-humans.42  

Indeed, there are some historical examples where people in the UK have maintained 

a relationship with plants. Ronald Hutton endeavoured to link seasonal church rituals to pre-

Christian pagan rituals.43 In an exhaustive study however, only two customs were found to 

have been performed by both Christian and pagan communities, and one involves plants. 

The two customs were the giving of presents at New Year and the decorating of sacred 

places with greenery and flowers throughout the year. John Stow describes the Feast of 

John the Baptist in 1540 thus: ‘everyman’s door being shaded with green birch, long fennel, 

St John’s wort, orpin, white lilies… garlands of beautiful flowers’.44 It is interesting to note 

that four of these plants, St John’s wort flowers, fennel leaves and seeds, orpin or sedum 

roots and birch leaves, have long-standing, traditional medicinal uses. Moreover, church 

warden records show that the use of holly and ivy evergreens at Christmas was common 

practice, and it is curious that both were traditionally used as herbal allies for winter 

ailments. In the UK, people still decorate sacred spaces, bring greenery indoors at Christmas 

and keep houseplants for décor and to refine the air, and create living green spaces for 

reflection in their gardens. The suggestion of a relationship with plants is there, just as the 

connection to food, medicine and fuel is long established. Given the environmental 

 
41 Hunter, ‘Greening The Paranormal’, p. 22. 
42 Robin Wall Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge into Biological Education: A Call to Action, 
BioScience, Volume 52 Issue 5 (2002) 
43 Ronald, Hutton, The Rise and Fall of Merry England The Ritual Year 1400 – 1700, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994) 
44 Hutton, The Rise and Fall of Merry England The Ritual Year 1400 – 1700, p.57. 
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difficulties of the current period then what is required is a deeper relationship that has not 

been formed yet, and extraordinary experience could prove to be the key to reaching that 

wider audience. Notwithstanding Western indigenous green roots, it is helpful to look at 

how non-Western indigenous peoples support a relationship with nature and the perceived 

role of extraordinary experience as a central part of that.  

Robin Wall Kimmerer writes that ‘paying deep attention’ to nature allows ‘an 

experience of connection and meaning making’ to occur.45 The Kogi of the Sierra Nevada are 

another indigenous people who pay deep attention to the Earth, speaking on its behalf from 

what they term The Heart of the World. Amba J. Sepie writes that the Kogi reached out to 

the world, wanting to teach the Westerner (whom the Kogi term ‘younger brother’) that all 

is connected and that the ‘Earth and other beings are kin’, in order to bring an end to 

ecological and environmental damage.46 The Kogi Mamas (elder brothers) were not angry, 

as they said younger brother had forgotten the connection to other living things. Therefore, 

they reached out to documentary filmmaker Alan Ereira, inviting him to document their 

message as both a reminder and a warning before ‘Nature herself’ put an end to 

humankind. Ereira went to Colombia twice, as the first film and book did not persuade 

‘younger brother’ to change his extractive and destructive ways; the second film, Aluna, 

documents the Kogi’s belief in the Law of cause and effect, and their belief that humans, as 

custodians of Earth, must protect environmental balance. It seems the Kogi’s message is 

slow in getting across: is this because not enough people have established a deep enough 

connection to other living beings? Could extraordinary experience provide a starting point 

to access something like The Heart of the World? Sepie suggests that the Westerner can 

experience extraordinary moments in nature, but they often seek ‘consensus as to what 

interpretation is true’.47 Just as every individual is different, these experiences cannot be 

reduced to a standardised list of thoughts or feelings to be ticked off: relationships are 

complex things. This is new learning for Western culture, whereas indigenous people have 

had centuries of practice and ritual to allow this ‘attuned communication’. Sepie claimed 

that most Westerners have lost the thread of a continued deep connection due to religious 

 
45 Seabird McKeon and others, ‘Human Dimensions’, Bulletin Of The Ecological Society Of America,  
101.1 (2020), 1-7 (p. 4) [accessed 18 December 2022]. 
46 Amba J. Sepie, ‘Listening To The Elders: Earth Consciousness And Ecology’, in Greening the  
Paranormal, ed. By Jack Hunter (USA and UK: August Night Press, 2019), pp. 59-70 (p. 64) 
47 Sepie, ‘Listening To The Elders’, p. 65. 
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reasons or scientific ones (and far too many to explore here).48 The importance of ‘attuned 

communication’ in establishing and maintaining a relationship with nature will be examined 

in the next section. 

 

How to have a relationship with a plant  

Well-documented historical accounts of shamanic rituals describe how plants and humans 

can communicate. Julio Glockner defines a shaman as ‘someone capable of maintaining a 

permanent link with the spiritual dimension’, and says that a shaman will commune with 

sacred plants to help generate this link, or relationship, with the spirit world.49 Christian 

missionaries widely recorded the use of plants to produce manifestations and visions 

throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and these rituals were continued, 

disguised under the semblance of Catholic ceremonies’.50 Antonella Fagetti details the use 

of these sacred plants as a healing modality. She describes a ritual, performed by the 

Mazatec (an indigenous people of the Sierra Mazateca region of Mexico), in which the 

deities of the plants speak directly to the person who has consumed them to resolve 

problems, ‘profoundly transforming their own life’ in doing so.51 The plants are not being 

used as a substance, nor are they dominated – there is a reciprocal relationship. These 

plants are revered as sacred, and there is open communication between the plants and the 

person. Indeed, Lilian Gonzalez states that ‘the most important aspect is the plants’ 

willingness to act – to cure, to predict, to protect, to appease, to restore, to facilitate, to 

reveal, to ward off – investing them with meaning’. For her, it makes sense that the creator 

gods of Mexico would offer ‘humanity an entheogenic means to make contact with the 

divine.’52  

Of interest here is Glocker’s question of ‘hallucination or sacred revelation’. Are 

these interactions real? In reductionist science, hallucinations arise ‘in absence of any 

external reality,’ whereas visions reached via shamanic trance are understood to be 

 
48 Sepie, ‘Listening To The Elders’, p. 65. 
49 Julio Glockner, ‘A Chronicle of Misunderstandings’, Artes de México, 127, (2017), 64–80 (p. 66) [accessed 20 
December 2022] 
50 Glockner, A Chronicle of Misunderstandings’, p. 66 
51 Antonella Fagetti, ‘Nocurnal Journeys: The Sacred Plants Of The Mazatec’, Artes de México, 127, (2017), 64–
80 (p. 71) [accessed 20 December 2022]. 
52 Lilian Gonzalez, ‘Tenexyetl: Tobacco in the Traditions of the Nahua of Guerrero’, Artes de México, 127, 
(2017), 64–80 (p. 76) [accessed 20 December 2022]. 
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authentic in many indigenous traditions, so that ‘one’s perception is valid in and of itself’.53 

Shamans interpret messages as coming from the spirits of the plants themselves. Is it 

necessary to understand this? Not really: Western reasoning is ‘not espoused by traditional 

societies’, therefore it is not pertinent to transpose Western understanding with traditional 

ecological knowledge: something does not need to be scientifically proven for it to be real.54 

Glockner asserts that: 

these messages come from a divinity that is neither fantastical nor unreal. It is part 

of a spiritual “compresence” (the state of existing together concurrently), of an 

infinite reality that is not tangible to the senses, but that exists in the present and 

that is necessary to life.55 

The plant scientist Monica Gagliano puts such experiences of plant communication into a 

Western scientific context.56 Through shamanic ritual, fasting and drinking plant medicine, 

she connected with the spirits of the plants, and they spoke to her, telling her what 

experiments she needed to conduct to demonstrate plant intelligence. A series of 

experiments were dictated to her by these encounters, such as a companion planting 

experiment proving that plants use pheromones to communicate with other plants, the 

Mimosa experiment which showed that plants can remember, learn and act individually, 

and Ayahuma (Couroupita guianensis) told her to use a maze and pea plants to train them 

thereby showing that plants can recognise signs and imagine food.57 By shifting her 

perception through altered states of consciousness and opening a door to imagination, 

Gagliano communicated with the spirit of the plants to prove plant cognition. The plants 

showed her that ‘the reality we perceive is a narrow set of familiar things and contexts we 

feel at home with’.58 

In her editorial piece in Sacred Plants, De Orellana puts forward her argument that 

the indigenous relationship with psychoactive plants such as Turbina corymbosa (morning 

glory), Nicotiana rustica (tobacco),  Nymphaea ampla (white water lily) and Theobroma 

cacao (cacao) is the correct one to have if one is to maintain a respectful and deep 

 
53 Glockner, ‘A Chronicle of Misunderstandings’, p. 67. 
54 Glockner, ‘A Chronicle of Misunderstandings’, p. 67. 
55 Glockner, ‘A Chronicle of Misunderstandings’, p. 67. 
56 Monica, Gagliano, Thus Spoke the Plant: A Remarkable Journey Of Groundbreaking Scientific Discoveries 
And Personal Encounters With Plants, (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2018) 
57 Gagliano, Thus Spoke the Plant, p. 64. 
58 Gagliano, Thus Spoke The Plant, p. 90. 
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connection to the Earth rather than a purely exploitative one.59 As De Orellana explains, 

‘taking a step toward this shift in perception, anthropologists employ the term "entheogen," 

derived from the Greek en theos genor, meaning "that which generates the divine 

within”’.60 She argues that Westerners should look at the cultural relevance of these sacred 

Mexican plants and not see them as merely recreational drugs.61 For example, Rios and 

Cubero detail the reverence the Otomi have for the Holy Rose (Cannabis sativa), offering 

prayers, performing rites and making ceremonial altars to her as they are ‘permanently 

indebted’ to the Earth for sustenance.62 A perception shift is what is being called for: plants 

should be seen as beings with agency, and a more balanced relationship between humans 

and other living things should be the outcome. 

 

Comparing Accounts 

The last part of this essay compares texts of extraordinary experience to discern if the 

individuals have established a relationship with nature, and what the longer-term outcome 

of that may be. The archive of the RERC holds over six thousand records of people who 

answered the question: ‘Have you been aware of or influenced by a presence or power, 

whether you call it god or not, which is different from your everyday self?’ Hundreds of 

records resulted from typing nature in the search bar. Here are two accounts written by 

women that take place in the countryside (there were many such accounts):  

1) I was walking across a flowery field… when I had the most extraordinary feeling of 

joy, and seemed to be caught up in another dimension. It has illuminated my life.63  

2) I feel that I saw the heart or heard the heart - or became one with the heart of 

Nature. For a moment the world changed, or disappeared, or I changed.64  

An example similar to the many in the RERC archive is a record by Richard Jeffries in 1887 

describing a walk in the hills: he writes, ‘the inexpressible beauty filled me with a rapture, an 

ecstasy.’65 These experiences can be said to contain what Happold calls nature-mysticism, 

 
59 Margarita, De Orellana, ‘Visionary Nature’, Artes de México, 127 (2017), 64–80 (p. 64) [accessed 20 
December 2022]. 
60 De Orellana, ‘Sacred Plants’, p. 65. 
61 De Orellana, ‘Sacred Plants’, p. 65. 
62 Maria Rios and Maria Cubero, ‘Santa Rosa: A Plant That Heals And Conveys Knowledge’, Artes de México, 
127 (2017), 64–80 (p. 78) [accessed 20 December 2022]. 
63 Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre, 000114, [accessed 18 December 2022]. 
64 Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre, 000136, [accessed 18 December 2022]. 
65 Happold, Mysticism, p. 387. 
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which he defines as a ‘sense of immanence of the one or God or soul in Nature.’66 Again, 

there is the near equation of the divine with the natural, not just a similarity to or a likeness 

to the divine. These examples shine with the divine. But to what end? There is no way to 

discern what life-long changes have been established other than that they were important 

enough to each of the persons to both remember the event and feel compelled to write to 

Alister Hardy to say that these experiences had changed them – and that should be taken at 

face value. Here, then, is the story of Aldo Leopold which may prove useful to show the 

influence such a moment can have in altering the course of a life. Leopold shot a she-wolf in 

the Apache National Forest, Arizona, in 1909. As she lay dying, he looked into the ‘fierce 

green fire’ dying in her eyes and this encounter, or moment ‘illuminated’ his life as he 

pivoted from being a park ranger to an iconic conservationist.67  

 I cannot finish without presenting two recent extraordinary encounters I myself have 

experienced and witnessed. In 2022, I was a participant in a year-long herbalism course 

based at an old spruce plantation in Pembrokeshire. Seven women met each month around 

the time of the full moon to establish relationships with medicinal plants that were in 

season. At the beginning of December 2022, I had a close encounter with a Norway spruce. 

The tutor led us to a stand of trees and performed a ritual to connect us to the trees on a 

physical and spiritual level – we had to walk around the trees and meet them on a one-to-

one basis, as you would a friend. This proved an intense experience. I was able to discern 

the different personalities of each tree – one was very loving, another stand-offish, one 

grabbed my scarf as I passed – and when the time came to find a quiet spot for alone 

reflection, I sat under a beautiful spruce tree. Ivy spread underneath the tree, and I followed 

her as she (I felt this plant had strong feminine energy) grew up into the tree. The crisscross 

of the spruce branches mirrored the ivy on the ground, and in an instant I felt included – I 

instinctively knew that I had been welcomed to that spot and was absorbed by it, and into it 

to become part of a vast web, along with the living green plants. 

I do not know if the MA reading has shifted my perception to see what has always 

been there, or if it is simply the reductionist explanation that my mind is misbehaving, but 

the fact is that I experienced these things and I am writing about them, now. On the same 

 
66 Happold, Mysticism, p. 43. 
67 Karen Jones, ‘Restor(y)ing The ‘Fierce Green Fire’: Animal Agency, Wolf Conservation And  
Environmental Memory In Yellowstone National Park’, BJHS Themes, 2 (2017), 151-168 (p. 151)  
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day, one of the other women was sharing her reflection experience. She had been having a 

difficult time with some members of her family and a robin came and sat by her. She cried 

as she said, she knew this robin was her dead grandfather. The robin had jumped onto her 

Wellington boot and hopped up to sit on her knee as she cried. She described this 

experience as the most magical she had ever had in nature. It was strange and magical that I 

was there to witness it, and it came in addition to the experience I have just recounted, as if 

another magical encounter was required. Thus, the cumulative effect of the experiences 

proved to me that what Happold calls ‘mystical consciousness’ exists.68 This consciousness 

results in ‘an enlargement and refining of perception’ that has a 'noetic quality’69 and rests 

on the convictions that a) ‘humans possess an organ or faculty of discerning spiritual truth’, 

and b) human beings ‘must in essential nature be spiritual.’70 To press the point further, I 

present this one last comparable account from the RERC archive: ‘I know that God exists and 

does communicate with me, though on most occasions He uses mountains, seas, sunsets 

and forests as opposed to words.’71 And here, Thomas Traherne writes in 1674, that ‘God 

teaches through the world, not through books.’72 This teaching and communication is done 

via extraordinary experience. 

 

Conclusion 

Everything is connected, and extraordinary experiences with plants allow humans to be a 

part of that one-ness. This essay has argued for the importance of extraordinary experience 

– it universally defines a person’s life and could have an evolutionary function. If people 

searched for these experiences in nature, and they became as important to an individual as 

other defining moments, then cultural transformation could happen. I have argued that 

mystical experiences play a role in establishing a deep, sacred relationship with nature. 

Reclaiming ancestral knowledge of the land could prove useful to help human beings learn a 

new way of interacting and building a more ecological collaboration with plants and, by 

extension, the more-than-human world. By seeing everything as interconnected, everyone 

 
68 Happold, Mysticism, p. 17.  
69 Happold, Mysticism, p. 17. 
70 Happold, Mysticism, p. 27. 
71 Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre, 000846, <https://alisterhardytrust.uwtsd.ac.uk/> 
[accessed 18 December 2022]. 
72 Happold, Mysticism, p. 368. 
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has a part to play and is important to the whole – from the tiniest fruit-fly to a forest 

ecosystem. If, like the Kogi, Westerners start appreciating living beings as kin, shifting their 

perception to allow friendship to flourish, then this could be the evolutionary purpose these 

experiences fulfil. Anyone can find a plant to form a relationship with, wherever they live: 

try sitting with a dandelion. Never has it been more important to get outside in the garden, 

or take a walk to the park or the woods to connect with the Spirits of Place. So there is hope 

– and there is history: how could herbalists have acquired knowledge of plant medicine 

without a form of communication? It is as Jack Hunter says, ‘we have to look for signs and 

nurture conversation.’73 And by really listening to what the Earth is saying we humans can 

form the sacred bond needed to save ourselves.   
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