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The Story of our times
it‘s 3:23 in the morning

and I‘m awake
because my great great grandchildren

won‘t let me sleep
my great great grandchildren

ask me in dreams
what did you do while the planet

was plundered?
what did you do when the earth

was unraveling?
surely you did something

when the seasons started failing?
as the mammals, reptiles, birds

were all dying?
did you fill the streets with protest

when democracy was stolen?
what did you do

once
you

knew?...
(Drew Bellinger, hieroglyphic

stairway)

As a response to the contemporary 
social, environmental and economic 
crises, hundreds, thousands of people 
are becoming active, raising their 
voices, initiating projects all over the 
world to create a more just, connected 
and sustainable world. This diverse, 
non-violent and grassroots move-
ment, which environmentalist and so-
cial activist Paul Hawken calls in his 
book The Blessed Unrest “the largest 
movement in the world”, is not repre-
sented in mainstream media. Howe-

ver during the 23rd Annual National 
Bioneers Conference he pointed 
out that if a list of the organizations 
 working for social and environmental 
justice all over the world would start 
to be screened on the starting day 
of the event, the audience would be 
still sitting there on the night of the 
closing ceremony, viewing this list. 
These innumerable groups and orga-
nizations are part of the shift of our 
times, the global transition which can 
be only compared to the agricultural 

3



and the industrial revolution. This is 
the shift from the “industrial growth 
society” towards a “life-sustaining 
society” or from “Empire” to “Earth-
community”, which ecophilosopher 
Joanna Macy and author David Kor-
ten call the Great Turning.  
If you are touched by this poem, if 
you have the burning intention to get 
up, to engage and to do something 
for the healing of our planet, for the 

human and non-human species and 
communities (no matter in which 
field: as a teacher, as a gardener, as a 
social worker, as an activist, as a hea-
ler, as an artist, as a storyteller and so 
on) you are one of those hundreds of 
thousands of people who are creating 
the new story of our times by walking 
their talk and by living their lives 
according to values of the new era.

However, being a pioneer and part of the largest movement of our times is 
not always easy and uplifting. So many times am I sitting in a plenary until 
late into the night to discuss our new strategy for public awareness-raising 
campaigns against climate-change. The head of our organization is chan-
ging every year, since no one can really stand all that stress, workload and 
responsibility on a voluntary basis in the long run. And every time a leader 
resigns, she takes with her all the experience, knowledge and wisdom she 
has gained, so the new person needs to start everything all over again. Our 
volunteers are changing with the seasons and sometimes I wonder  
how taking action for sustainability can be so unsustainable…✳

Sounds familiar? You might not be 
the only one with these concerns… 
The Reconnect to Empower project 
is based on the insight and experience 
of many organizations and groups 
that are working with challenging 
social and environmental issues (i.e. 
working for something bigger than 
their immediate fields of interest, 
engaging for the Great Turning) and 
are struggling to maintain a high 
level of energy and commitment of 
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their members. People in positions of 
responsibility often feel overwhelmed, 
which easily leads to symptoms of 
burn-out and the loss of motivation. 
To address this issue and to foster 
more sustainable ways of engagement, 
the concept and program of a training 
course was developed through the co-
operation of Symbiose Gemeinschaft 
(Liechtenstein) and Pandora Asso-
ciation (Hungary), uniting years of 
experience and expertise in the field 
of education for sustainability and 
community-building for a more sus-
tainable and connected world. We see 
the Reconnect to Empower project 
as a response to an ever-increasing 
need for a program which empowers 
leaders and agents of change by deve-
loping personal resilience, clarifying 
and grounding motivation, fostering 
connectedness to nature, to the body 
and to emotions as well as providing 

tools for sustainable project manage-
ment.
By establishing an intercultural 
platform of experiential learning, the 
objective of this training course is to 
foster participants’ personal resilience 
and to contribute to their physical, 
mental and emotional well-being in 
order to ground their engagement 
for the creation of a sustainable, 
democratic and creative society. 
By combining diverse non-formal 
educational methods, such as outdoor 
activities, arts, community building 
exercises, deep ecology and wilder-
ness pedagogy, we aim to inspire 
and nourish the motivation of young 
agents of change, youth workers, 
teachers and leaders on different areas 
of society to create sustainable frame-
works for their engagement in their 
communities, in their professional 
fields and on a wider, global scale.
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(Re-)Inventing the wheel
As a framework and underlying 
compass of the project we have 
chosen a model which is called the 
Medicine Wheel, the Four Shields 
or the Wheel of Life. 
Humans used to live their lives ac-
cording to the cycles of nature: the 
rising and setting of the sun, the 
light and the darkness, the rhythms 
of spring, summer, fall and winter. 
The four seasons and their quali-
ties can also be seen in the stages 

of human life: childhood, adole-
scence, adulthood and elderhood. 
The transition from one stage to 
another is a significant event: birth, 
death, coming of age of a child, 
marriage, are forms of initiation, 
rites of passage. The first flowers of 
the spring, the harvest, the solsti-
ces and equinoxes are marked by 
celebration. They are occasions of 
coming together for the human 
community. Images and symbols 
representing these aspects can be 
found in many traditional cultures 
all over the globe. 
The circle divided into four parts 
depicts the cycles of nature and 
of human life in the imagery of 
the Aborigines, Native Ameri-
cans, Aztecs, Hindus, Egyptians, 
it can be found in the symbolism 
of Christianity and in the Tibetan 
mandalas.  According to Carl Jung, 
the circle, the mandala is a univer-
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sal archetypal symbol of wholeness, 
totality and completeness. In the 
model of the Medicine Wheel each 
quadrant (each Shield) of the circle 
is connected to a direction of the 
compass, to a part of the day, to 
a season, to certain animals and 
plants and to a stage of human life.
The Reconnect to Empower pro-
ject aims to take a holistic approach 
towards sustainability, meaning 
not only the engagement to create 
a sustainable world “out there”, but 
to become the change we want to 
see in the world by sourcing actions 
from a deep inner motivation and 
by fostering mental, psychological 
and physical well-being. Connec-
ting the educational approaches 
and activities of our training course 
to the Wheel and its four quadrants 
provided us the holistic framework 
and uniting element we have been 
searching for. 
On the next pages you can find an 
overview of the qualities of each 

quadrant followed by chapters 
describing the methodology, 
approach and the non-formal 
educational tools we use during 
our project. 

The activities in this book include 
methods and exercises which can 
be done individually, others func-
tion within a community setting.  
The aim of this booklet is to give 
you basic ideas, guidelines and 
a toolkit for integrating these 
methods in your private life or in 
your work with groups. However, 
if you intend to facilitate some of 
the methods described within a 
group setting, we strongly recom-
mend you first experience them as 
a participant yourself. If you are 
looking for opportunities to do 
this and to gain experience, please 
get in touch with us by writing a 
mail to: 
reconnecttoempower@gmail.com
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West – black – evening – autumn – 
adulthood – shadows – introspection – 

reflection 
The West stands for deepness, reflection and courage. Cou-
rage to look into the shadows and enter places we tend to 
avoid: feeling emotions often labeled as negative: fear, sor-
row, pain, emptiness, doubts. It also means healing perso-
nal and collective wounds by acknowledging them and en-
gaging with them. This dimension is inspired by the work 
of deep ecologist Joanna Macy. One of the basic and most 
important teachings of Joanna is that by honoring our pain 
for the world (which might be connected to many personal 
wounds) we are liberating a powerful source of energy for 
action, engagement and shift in consciousness. We engage 
in the qualities of the West through the powerful practice 
of The Work That Reconnects.

 South – red – midday/afternoon – 
summer – youth – body – emotions – 

intuition – sensuality 
Elements of the South aim to ground you in your body and 
emotions. These sessions take you out of the seminar room 
and lift you from your chair to engage in movement, exer-
cise, expression and creative processes in order to feel alive, 
sensual and dynamic. They encourage you to listen to and 
follow your intuition and impulses, to express yourself in 
non-verbal ways and to trust your senses. Some of these 
practices you might integrate in your life to gain refresh-
ment after several hours in front of the computer, exhaus-
ting and heady processes and to take away a bit of the se-
riousness of being in charge and in a responsible position. 

3.

4.

2.
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North – white – night – winter – elder – 
intellect – responsibility – leadership 

In the North quadrant we take responsibility and a stand 
for others: for our community, for an issue important for 
us, for the protection of something sacred or endange-
red. The connected programs focus on exchanging in-
novative approaches towards sustainability, project ma-
nagement, managing workload and tasks, cooperation 
in teams and maintaining personal resilience in intensi-
ve processes. While being engaged in these processes, it 
is important to synthesize all four directions: to keep in 
mind our original intention and motivation, to take care 
of our bodies, to pay attention to our feelings, to face and 
handle upcoming difficulties.

East – yellow – morning – spring – 
childhood – spirit – awareness – 

motivation – insight 
The elements of our project connected to the qualities 
of the East intend to focus on grounding and refres-
hing motivation, reliving the initial spark of inspirati-
on, which often leads us to initiate, to engage and to go 
on new journeys in our lives. They aim to support you 
in gaining clarity about the deep source of motivation 
which led you to engage in working for sustainability. 
For example on environmental or social issues, to en-
gage in campaigns or activism and to stand up for an 
important cause beyond your own personal interests 
and agendas.

1.

4.

2.
6
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Opening the Circle:
Building community and connecting to nature

„If we only attend to the practical challenges of sustainability, without at-
tending to the relationship between self and other, we will simply be doing 

new things in old ways.“ (Mary-Jayne Rust, ecopsychologist)

The words of Mary-Jayne Rust 
express one of the core notions of 
sustainable engagement for the Great 
Turning. To address the burning 
issues of our times, it is not enough 
to take part in campaigns, actions 
and organizations promoting peace, 
justice and sustainability. We need to 
“walk our talk” on a personal and in-
ter-personal level as well. We need to 
live these values through our culture, 
interaction and way of relating to 
each other within our group of peers, 
with our friends, family and colle-
agues. When a group of people co-
mes together who don´t know each 
other, it´s crucial to create a trustful 

space where each person feels safe 
and is encouraged to express herself. 
This prepares the field for profound 
individual and group processes. 
Creating a feeling of community, a 
relaxed atmosphere and breaking the 
ice between people can be facilitated 
through different exercises. Here are 
a few examples: 

The Way of Council
The Way of Council is an ancient-
rooted communication practice to 
foster authentic expression, attenti-
ve listening, to establish an ope-
ned and understanding culture of 
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communication within any group. 
It gives the opportunity to each 
person to express herself/himself. 
The Council begins with forming a 
circle and placing a few meaningful 
objects or flowers and a candle in 
the middle. A volunteer is asked 
to light the candle and say a few 
words of gratitude or name the 
qualities and intentions invited for 
the day. Then the Circle is opened 
and the talking piece is introduced. 
This is a “magical object” which 
is passed from one person to the 
other. It can be a stick, a stone, a 
feather or any object which holds 
meaning for the group. It is magical 
because the one who holds it has 
the whole attention of the group 
and can express herself freely and 
openly without being interrupted, 
judged or questioned. 
The five principles of Council are 

the following (they can be introdu-
ced at the beginning):
“Listening from the heart”: Attentive 
listening, ‘witnessing’. Seeking to 
understand and accept others as 
they are, staying present and cen-
tered. Giving full attention, which 
helps another to reach their truth 
more easily. 
“Speaking from the heart”: Speaking 
our personal story, using „I“ state-
ments. Favoring feelings over gene-
ralizations and abstract concepts, 
making our process as transparent 
as possible. It doesn‘t necessarily 
mean using words – sound, move-
ment, spontaneous expressions of 
all forms are welcome. Silence itself 
also speaks.
“Succinctness”: Being of lean 
expression helps us to attend to 
what is important, recognize that 
our truth need not have to be re-
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inforced by repetition, since we 
are being heard. As there are often 
many in a circle, it allows time for 
all to share.
“Spontaneity”: You know that little 
voice in the head which already 
plans and constructs what you will 
say, so that it sounds meaningful, 
important and impressive? This 
time try to give her a break. Surpri-
se yourself by not planning on what 
or how you will speak. This also 
gives you the wonderful opportuni-
ty to truly listen to others. 

“Confidentiality”: Essential for the 
sake of trust and respect. What is 
said within the circle, stays within 
the circle. If you have the burning 
desire to talk with someone about 
what she said in the Council, you 
may consciously and respectfully 
request it. Be ready to accept if 
the person prefers not to go into a 
conversation.    
Source and inspiration:
www.heart-source.com/council/ 
4_intentions.html

The Open Sentences 
of gratitude

According to the traditions of the 
Native American Haudenosaunee, 
the words of gratitude are the ones 
coming before all others. Joanna 
Macy calls gratitude a “revoluti-
onary act” in a culture which is 
based on the assumption of “more 
is better” and that we can never 
have enough of anything. Gratitu-
de expressed for the experiences 
we have made, for people in our 
lives, for other species, establishes a 
different mindset and way of seeing 
the world. A good exercise to train 
our “gratitude-muscle” is the Open 
Sentences described by Joanna 
Macy in her book Coming Back to 
Life:
Participants sit in pairs in a double 
circle: the inner circle faces the ou-
ter circle. In each round one person 

takes the role of the speaker, the 
other one deeply listens, without 
asking questions, commenting or 
giving advice. The speaker has 2 
minutes to complete one of the 
following sentences. Then they 
switch roles. After the process is 
completed, all members of the 
inner circle move one person to the 
left, facing a new person, repeating 
the exercise with the next sentence. 
Upon finishing the round, they 
change pairs again. Here are some 
examples for the sentences:
1. Some things I love about being 
alive are…
2. A place that was magical (or 
wonderful) to me as a child was….
3. A person who helped me believe 
in myself is or was….
4. Some things I enjoy doing and 
making are….
5. Some things I appreciate about 
myself are…

12



Mirror Walk
The Mirror Walk, adapted from the 
familiar Trust or Blind Walk, provi-
des a deepening of sensory aware-
ness, a fresh sense of gratitude for 
life, and a change of pace and focus. 
It can help people experience the 
world as a part, as an extension of 
themselves – and even, when they 
use their eyes at specified moments, 
to imagine that they are looking in a 
mirror.  Hence the name. 
 It is best done in an outdoor setting 
which can be also a park, a small 
garden or a backyard. In pairs, 
people take turns being guided with 
eyes closed, in silence. Without 
being able to rely on their sight, 
they now have the chance to use 
their other senses with more curio-
sity and wonder than usual, and to 
experience trusting another person 
with their safety.  Their partners, 
guiding them by the hand or arm, 
offer them various sensory experi-
ences – a flower or leaf to smell, the 
texture of grass or a tree trunk, the 
sound of  birds or children playing 
– all the while without words. The 
guide can also adjusts his partner’s 
head, as if aiming a camera, and 
say, “Open your eyes and look in 
the mirror.”  The ones being guided 
open their eyes for a moment or 
two, and take in the sight.  After 
a predetermined length of time 
(which can be signaled by a bell or 
drum) roles are changed.

 After the exercise, take time for 
reflection in pairs and (optionally) 
sharing in the big group with 
guiding questions such as: “What 
did you notice?”  “What surprised 
you?” “What feelings came up, in 
guiding or being guided?” 
Source and more exercises: 
www.workthatreconnects.org/cate-
gory/gratitude/  
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In her book Active Hope Joanna Macy describes four levels of communi-
ty: groups we feel at home in, the wider community around us, the global 
community of humanity and the Earth community of life. For educatio-
nal projects such as the Reconnect to Empower it is important to keep all 
four levels within view: creating a trustful atmosphere within the group 
where participants feel at home and authentic sharing is encouraged, con-
necting with the local community e.g. through an open celebration or vo-
luntary work, becoming more conscious about how these small-circle in-
teractions, the temporary community created holds inherent values and 
contributing to a new, peaceful and cooperative culture and to the Great 
Turning. And last but not least, connecting to other non-human beings 
around (plants, animals, landscapes), becoming aware of and reducing 
our impact on the local ecosystem through our behavior and through the 
products and resources we consume brings the concept of sustainability 
into a tangible distance and makes it a vital part of everyday life.
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Oriah Mountain Dreamer “The Invitation”

It doesn’t interest me
what you do for a living.

I want to know
what you ache for

and if you dare to dream
of meeting your heart’s longing.

It doesn’t interest me
how old you are.
I want to know
if you will risk

looking like a fool
for love

for your dream
for the adventure of being alive.

(...)
It doesn’t interest me

if the story you are telling me
is true.

I want to know if you can
disappoint another

to be true to yourself.

(...)
It doesn’t interest me

where or what or with whom
you have studied.

I want to know
what sustains you

from the inside
when all else falls away.

I want to know
if you can be alone

with yourself
and if you truly like

the company you keep
in the empty moments.



The major transition to the 
quadrant of the East is birth. 
A new life is born, a fresh  
sprout, a fragile flower, the 
first glimpse of an idea, the 
images of a brave dream... 
East stands for the freshness 
of the beginning, for curi-
osity, for the eagerness to 
discover, to explore. When 
diving into the qualities of 
this quadrant, we aim to 
relive the enthusiasm of the 
beginning, the inspiration 
and motivation that set us 
on a new path. Here are a 
few exercises to reconnect to 
these qualities:

Flowers of the Future:
We can imagine human lives as flowers: their roots are nurtured by the moist 
soil and the compost of past events and stories, its stem bends with the wind 
or stands straight and firm, according to where and in which way we stand 
in our lives, and the blossoms contain the pollen of the future. This exercise 
consists of four stages:
1. Write on a piece of paper 3 things you are really passionate about at the 
moment. Things you feel committed to, for which you have a burning fire 
for. 
2. On a bigger (flip-chart size) paper draw the path of your life, all the events, 
encounters, turning points and corner stones, which have led you to where 
you stand at the moment. You can take a look at the origin of the things 
you are passionate about. Where is their source? Which were the most re-
markable events? Who were the people influencing your path, your choices, 
your ways of seeing the world?
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3. Gather in groups of five to share these life-maps. You can use the format of 
the Council: pass a talking piece around, catch the spontaneity and impulses 
of the moment and aim for succinctness. Each group has a flip-chart with a 
5-petal flower drawn on it. While a person is talking, the others note the key 
qualities of the story on one of the petals. After all stories have been shared, 
gather the qualities which all the stories have in common in the middle of 
the flower. Then come together in a big circle and share these key qualities 
and some insights you got during this exercise. 
4. For the last part of this exercise find a comfortable position for yourself 
to lay down or to sit. A facilitator invites the whole group to visualize what 
grows out of these stories and qualities, how will life look like in 5/10/15 
years. What is the pollen these flowers are spreading and which plants will 
grow from the seeds? What does this future look like? What does it sound 
like? How does it smell and taste? 
Step 1., 2. and 4. can also be done individually without a group setting. 
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 First time I got interested in climate change and its effects on the planet 
was through a presentation held in my university by a very handsome 
young man. He had thick, curly hair and a burning flame in his eyes, which 
totally enchanted me. I have never seen so much enthusiasm, so much fierce 
commitment and passion in a person for an issue which is much bigger than 
him… I gathered all my courage and went to him after the presentation to 
ask some questions. Seeing my interest in these issues, he told me that they 
are looking for members for an international delegation to go to Copenha-
gen to the COP15 climate summit and to do some actions with the Young 
Friends of the Earth. I had no idea about climate negotiations, about the 
Friends of the Earth, about the COP15 but I really liked this guy. So I went… 
Turbulent and intensive days of demonstrations, actions, speeches, meetings, 
debates followed. We were marching on the streets of Copenhagen together, 
sitting on the floor of the conference centre next to each other munching ve-
gan snacks, cooked in Christiania Freetown for hundreds of people and after 
a long night of discussing the strategy for the next days protest, we walked 
back to our unheated accommodation hand in hand. Our relationship 
was passionate, stormy and not really long-lasting. We are still friends and 
working together from time to time. What lasted still is this burning fire I got 
from him, this passion for justice, for protecting the Earth and the courage 
to take action. I am still engaged in that NGO to organize events, campaigns 
and actions. It is funny to realize that my passionate engagement actually 
originates from a love story.      

Discovering, appreciating and sharing life-
stories, recognizing the connecting threads of 
past, present and future are key qualities of the 
East. These processes also support us in under-
standing our underlying patterns, motivation 
and the reasons behind our actions. The story 
of Lisa (23) beautifully illustrates how a spark 
seen in the eyes of an inspiring person can be a 
source of  long-term commitment for building 
a more just and sustainable world.
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Another source of inspiration for 
seeing our life-stories and events with 
new eyes is the motif of the Hero´s 
Journey. It is a pattern of narrative 
identified by the American scholar 
Joseph Campbell who, based on his 
research in the field of comparative 
mythology all over the world, const-
ructed a framework of the archetypi-
cal human adventure and psycholo-
gical development, which appears in 
different forms and cultural settings, 
interpreted by myth, stories and 
ritual. This journey, which makes the 

Source of the image: http://justinswapp.com/the-heros-journey-video/ 

The Hero(ine)´s Journey
hero detach from his everyday life 
and go into undiscovered inner or 
outer terrains to face challenges, meet 
allies, experience failure and success, 
transform, and finally return to his 
community to share the gifts of the 
adventure, can be recognised not only 
in books and movies such as The Lord 
of the Rings, Cinderella, The Matrix, 
Alice in Wonderland etc. but also in 
our own lives! Travelling to a distant 
land or facing inner depth we did 
not dare to confront before is no less 
challenging than slaying dragons.   
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When I first heard that young people are planting vegetables on the abandoned yard 
near my place, I just shrugged my shoulders. Another short-term student hobby, 
I thought. Until one evening I passed by, saw a campfire and heard the melody of 
an old folk song I remember from my childhood. Since I had no dinner at home, 
I accepted the invitation of an uncombed young man and I joined to eat vegeta-
ble curry, which I found extremely tasty. The following day I took my shovel and 
went to check out what these young people call gardening. I did not expect to see so 
many vegetables and to meet so lovely folks there: there was Lisa, a young lady with 
beautiful voice, John, the disillusioned 50-something lawyer and true tomato-lover, 
and Catrin, the pretty widow who often brought freshly baked cakes to the exhaus-
ted gardeners. I have found wonderful company, meaningful engagement and true 
friends there. 
One fine day we got a letter from the municipality to leave the place. The area was 
sold to an investor who wanted to build a 3-storey parking lot. This was the time  
when the occupation began. For 3 months, we negotiated with the municipality, told 
our stories and shared cake with patrolling police officers. We were eventually kicked 
out and I returned home with terrible anger and loneliness. One fine day I was ha-
ving a cup of tea with Catrin, talking about the good old days. „Why don´t we start 
such a project ourselves?“ she proposed. A few days later I invited my neighbors for a 
barbecue and we planted some tomatoes in the backyard. This is just a tiny step, but 
since I´ve seen what is possible, I have hope that together we can create the world we 
would like to live in. 

Which elements of the 
Hero´s Journey can you 
recognise in the story of 
the 65-year-old commu-
nity gardener Jonathan´s 
story? Which patterns 
can you see in your own 
life? At which point of the 
journey  do you stand at 
the moment?
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An interactive way to discover the pattern 
of the Hero´s Journey with a group is gat-
hering in small teams according to at which 
point of the adventure each person feels in 
her or his life. The Council format can be 
used to share about their journeys which is 
followed by creating a small theater piece 
together based upon the stories, and pre-
senting it to the whole group. 
Discovering the personal Hero´s Journey 
can also be a drawing or free writing exer-
cise, integrated with the life-line drawing 
activity described above. It can also be a 
storytelling night by the campfire: people 
share about their journeys: what happened 
after they followed a call they´ve heard, how 
they coped with the challenges and difficul-
ties they faced, which supporters and allies 
they encountered on their path and what 
did they bring back to home after the ad-
venture. 

Note: of course we might not complete each 
of our journeys according to the archetypi-
cal cycle. We might also notice that we are 
just standing in the middle of an adventure, 
we have heard a call and started to follow 
it but have no idea what might come after. 
Or we hear a call but still hesitate whether  
to follow it or not. The model of the Hero´s 
Journey can support each of us on our jour-
neys by letting us see that our story, our ad-
venture is part of a bigger picture, an arche-
typical human experience. 
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Mary Oliver “Wild Geese”

You do not have to be good. 
You do not have to walk on your knees 

For a hundred miles through the desert, repenting. 
You only have to let the soft animal of your body 

love what it loves. 
Tell me about your despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

are moving across the landscapes, 
over the prairies and the deep trees, 

the mountains and the rivers. 
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 

are heading home again. 
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,

the world offers itself to your imagination, 
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting 

-- over and over announcing your place 
in the family of things.



Bill Plotkin in his book Nature and the Human Soul recalls a story from Nati-
ve American elder Harley Swift Deer which is about the sacred dance and the 
survival dance each of us dances through our lives. The sacred dance is the one  
characteristic way everyone moves to the rhythm of their own heart. This is the 
very special unfolding of personal qualities, potentials, uncovering gifts, living 
passions and becoming a unique individual. Since each of us has our own sacred 
dance, this way of moving through life is different for every human being. 
The other part of the story is our survival dance: making sure that there is food 
on the table and a roof above our head, making a living, creating a basic sense 
of security, bringing up children, taking responsibility. The art of living is about 
maintaining a balance between the sacred and the survival dance and eventually 
uniting them: doing what we are passionate about on a daily basis, aiming for 
right livelihood and for sustainability both in the ecological and the psycholo-
gical sense.  

I am so lucky that I can be one of the few part-time employed staff members 
of this amazing organization! I am doing things I like and I am good at: 
contacting and communicating with people on a daily basis, since I am the PR 
and communication coordinator of this NGO. So I wonder why I leave this 
office every day, only after 5-6 hours of work with bad mood, headache and a 
really low motivation to do anything during the rest of the day… I tell myself 
all the time: c´mon man, cheer up, you shall be glad that you are not working 
for a multinational but serving a good cause, human rights and so on… Well, 
maybe I just need another cup of coffee, then I´ll feel better.

Working for a good cause, a higher 
purpose is uplifting. But what if it 
is, like for Lukas (33), the same old 
„going to the office and staring at the 
screen-thing“? Where is the limit of 
making compromises and how can we 
maintain our resilience and connec-
tedness in such situations? The answer 
is different for everyone. Through the 
Reconnect to Empower project we 
discover ways in which we can support 
ourselves in maintaining a healthy dai-
ly balance and step on a path of uniting 
our sacred and our survival dance.  
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Get your hands dirty!
Working on and with the land such as planting seeds, gardening or just put-
ting some herbs on your windowsill can be a wonderful way of reconnecting 
to nature, to your body and to your basic humanity. Another practice, which 
we implement during our training, is working with clay and creating sculp-
tures connected to the question: “What wants to emerge through me in the 
world?” 
While shaping a handful of clay, try to detach from the aim of creating so-
mething beautiful, artistic or even figurative. Keep your attention in the mo-
ment and your curiosity alive. Let yourself be surprised by the emerging 
shapes and forms. After 20 minutes, finish the process (even though you 
might feel there is still a lot of work to be done). Then you can reflect with a 
partner (or if you are alone, for yourself) using the following questions:
What do you see? What kind of shapes, surfaces, qualities, lights and sha-
dows can you observe? What is really unique, special about this artwork?  
Let your partner describe the answers to these questions first. This might 
provide you a valuable mirror, approaches and perspectives you might have 
not noticed while looking at your piece of art. Then reflect on these questi-
ons yourself and switch roles. 
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Dance!
Any form of dancing can be an excellent way to dive into the qualities of the 
South. Here we would highlight 5Rhythms, a dynamic movement practice 
developed in the ´70s by Gabrielle Roth, that ignites creativity, connection 
and community. It draws from Gestalt-therapy, transpersonal psychology, 
eastern philosophy and indigenous traditions. 
While a seemingly simple process, the 5Rhythms practice facilitates deep 
and unending explorations, moving the dancer beyond self-imposed limi-
tations and isolation into new depths of creativity and connection. Each 
rhythm — Flowing, Staccato, Chaos, Lyrical, Stillness — is interpreted by 
individuals in a uniquely personal way, opening them to a new sense of free-
dom and possibility that is both surprising and healing, exhilarating as well 
as deeply restorative. It is, in essence, “exercise for the right brain.”
When we practice 5Rhythms, we learn to creatively express aggressiveness 
and vulnerability, emotions and anxieties, edges and ecstasies. It reconnects 
us to cycles of birth and death and hooks us into humanity and the spirit of 
all living things. Within the group context we create connection and com-
munity and to our instincts and our intuitions. 
Source and more info: www.5rhythms.com
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Jelaluddin Rumi “The Guest House”

This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 

as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, 

who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 

still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 

for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice. 
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.

Be grateful for whatever comes. 
because each has been sent 

as a guide from beyond.



Caspar David Friedrich: 
Woman Before the Rising Sun / 
Woman Before the Setting Sun
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org

We dive into the shady dimension of the 
West through the philosophy and ap-
proach of deep ecology. Deep ecology’s 
core principle is the realization of the 
radical interconnectedness of human life 
with the natural world. As opposed to the 
traditional approach of Western science, 
which considers nature as something to 
be examined, researched and categorized, 
something “out there”, through the glasses 
of deep ecology we might realize that our 
bare survival depends on the well-being 
of the Earth. Moreover, according to re-
search done in the field of ecopsychology, 
our inner processes mirror greatly what 
is going on in the world. We might also 
reach the realization that all forms of life, 
each species, each ecosystem have an in-
herent value, independently of their “use-
fulness” for human purposes. As Arne 
Naess Norvegian, philosopher (1912-
2009), summarised in this works, deep 
ecology is not only an ideology or a way 
of seeing the world, but also a lifestyle: a 
way of living on this planet in a simple 
and light, but still joyful and happy way.

Based on this notion of radical interconnectedness, the sadness, frustration and 
anger we feel upon reading the news, seeing the clear-cut of a forest or a pollu-
tion of a river are not only personal psychological processes, but parts a natural 
feedback loop. In line with James Lovelock´s Gaia theory, we can see them as the 
feedback of the Earth itself. As John Seed, a writer, deep ecologist and activist, 
was standing in front of the bulldozers which came to cut down the ancient Aus-
tralian rainforest, he had the sudden realization that he is not only this man try-
ing to protect the rainforest, but he is part of the rainforest protecting itself. The 
Work That Reconnects, an integral part of the Reconnect to Empower project, is 
a set of methods developed by Joanna Macy aiming to support us in discovering 
the Earth´s own feedback loop behind the sadness, rage and despair we feel 
upon seeing destruction in our world. By letting ourselves hear the Earth´s cry, 
we not only release blocked energy but also develop our resilience.
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Me? I don´t listen to the news any more. I have enough to do, brin-
ging this little girl up without a father. And anyway, as a social wor-
ker I am confronted with the miseries of human life day after day, so I 
don´t need additional disaster-entertainment. If something really big 
and significant happens, I anyway get to know about it sooner or later 
from colleagues or neighbors. Sometimes when I look at my daughter 
playing I  feel a strange sadness and anger. What kind of world will 
she inherit from the previous generations, from us? Will she have food 
on her table each day, will she have a job, will she have enough to 
make a living? If I am totally honest with myself, looking at the world 
how it is now and where it is heading, I am questioning if this child 
will have a livable future. And then I could hit myself for the igno-
rance and arrogance with which I am blocking out information about 
how things are going and the repeated inner call for action.

Open Sentences to articulate 
our concerns about the state of 
the world: 
The same setting and format is used 
as in the previously described „Open 
Sentences of Gratitude“ exercise. It is 
worth going through all three senten-
ces, since they strongly complete and 
complement each other.
1. My concerns about the condition of 
our world include… 
2. Some feelings that come up when I 
think about these concerns are…
3. What I do with these feelings is… 
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The Truth Mandala
The Truth Mandala is a powerful ritual created by Joanna Macy to create 
space for the expression of emotions which are labelled as negative in con-
nection with what is going on in the world. We strongly recommend experi-
encing this process for the first time as a participant before facilitating it for a 
group. Participants sit in a circle with four objects lying in the middle. Each 
object is a symbol standing for a different aspect: the stone for the heaviness 
of fear, the dry leaves for sorrow, the branch/stick for anger, the hollow bowl 
for not knowing and the pillow for everything else. The invitation is to step 
in the middle of the circle, connect with one or more of the symbols and 
express the upcoming emotions by sharing or using other, non-verbal forms 
of expression. After each person the group can acknowledge the speaker by 
saying: „we hear you“. Everyone has the possibility to step in the middle but 
it is also not an obligation. The process shall not last more than one and a 
half hours, considering the emotional demand. 
„The tantric flip“: As the closing of the process it is important to point out or 
reflect on the „reverse side“, the source or complementary of these qualities: 
that the source of sadness is love, anger comes from passion, fear stands for 
the courage its expression requires and emptiness provides space for so-
mething new to come. 

Solo time in nature
In the flow of the a course but also in daily life it is extre-
mely beneficial to integrate a certain length of solo time in 
nature, which gives space and time for integration, digestion 
and inner homecoming. Find your secret spot in nature. 
It should not be too far from the places of your everyday 
activities, so that you can access it easily - it can be bench 
in a park, your balcony or a tiny city garden. Observe your 
surroundings: what do you see around you? What kind of 
noises do your hear? How many different birdsongs can you 
recognize? What kind of plants are growing around you? 
Which animals come by? This can be completed by inner 
observation: Which thoughts, feelings are present in you? 
How does it feel to sit here silently, „to do nothing“? Try not 
to judge any of your thoughts and feelings. Be an observer 
and „treat each guest honourably“ as Rumi says. This simple 
exercise, if repeated on a daily basis can have great ground-
ing power in your life.  
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David Whyte 
“What To Remember When Waking”

In that first hardly noticed moment in which you wake, 
coming back to this life from the other 

more secret, moveable and frighteningly honest world 
where everything began, 

there is a small opening into the new day 
which closes the moment you begin your plans. 

What you can plan is too small for you to live. 
What you can live wholeheartedly will make plans enough 

for the vitality hidden in your sleep. 

To be human is to become visible 
while carrying what is hidden as a gift to others. 

To remember the other world in this world 
is to live in your true inheritance. 

You are not a troubled guest on this earth, 
you are not an accident amidst other accidents 
you were invited from another and greater night 
than the one from which you have just emerged. 

Now, looking through the slanting light of the morning window 
toward the mountain presence of everything that can be 

what urgency calls you to your one love? 
What shape waits in the seed of you 

to grow and spread its branches 
against a future sky? 

Is it waiting in the fertile sea? 
In the trees beyond the house? 

In the life you can imagine for yourself? 
In the open and lovely white page on the writing desk?



I love this creative bunch of warm-hearted people. They are lovely 
folks with really good and pure intentions, but after 5 years of being 
active in this NGO I cannot help to say that things are not really 
structured and we are not reaching our goals as effectively as we 
could. Whenever I bring up this issue, I am silenced by comments 
such as “we are not a multinational company” or “c´mon, we are all 
volunteers here, what do you expect?” or “our working style is free 
flowing and flexible”. I feel awkward to use words such as structure, 
efficiency or going forward since they have a kind of conservative, 
mainstream, corporate connotation in our group. But this feeling 
that we move to the wrong direction, don´t see a clear vision ahead 
of us or choose the wrong tools, keeps on growing. Maybe I am not 
the only one in our organization who has realized these things. 
However, during our meetings we always have so much to discuss, 
so many tasks to accomplish, that we have absolutely no time for 
self-reflection. Maybe we would need a working method, training 
or coaching to get us out if these self-consuming circuits of patterns, 
which stop us from becoming the NGO we all secretly wish for: a 
visionary, effective, acknowledged organization with cooperative, 
dynamic and non-violent working culture.

Have you also encountered persons or groups for 
whom phrases such as structure, strategy, getting 
ahead, money, efficiency etc. are almost like swear-
words? And there is the other extreme, which 
says „you cannot feed your children with good 
intentions and beautiful projects“. It is a big chal-
lenge for people working for a more sustainable 
and connected society to find ways of cooperati-
on, leadership and organisation in order to foster 
the emergence of a non-violent, cooperative and 
compassionate culture, which can balance on the 
edge of effective order and creative chaos. This 
process includes a lot of experimenting to replace 
old hierarchical, mechanistic patterns and to find 
ways to get things done in a joyful way. 
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Getting things done:
The ABCD method - a strategic planning tool

Let´s face it: ABCD is a terribly uncreative name. However, the framework 
itself (developed by Swedish scientists) may provide you a helpful, valuable 
tool for project planning and group work. As the name suggests, it consist of 
four steps:
A) Dreaming and defining a clear and bright vision of the future, of where we 
would like to get to. This sounds basic, but without that we might easily get 
entangled in difficult processes, simply because we don´t have the same un-
derstanding about where are we heading. „There is no right wind for a sailing 
boat without a destination.“
B) After gaining clarity about the Vision take a look at where we stand in re-
lation to it. This is the process called backcasting. As opposed to forecasting, 
when we try to predict the future based on the present situation, backcasting 
from a Vision holds much more creative power and liberates human poten-
tial. We might consider aspects such as available inner and outer resources, 
networks, relationships, previous projects and experience to build on. 
C) The third step is to creatively brainstorm about how to build a bridge 
between the point where we stand and the future Vision. Any crazy idea 
or brave suggestion is welcome, the aim is to collect as many stones for the 
bridge as possible. 
D) The last step before taking action is to prioritize and to develop an action 
plan. Which are the most important stepping stones of our bridge? Which 
shall we lay first? It´s important to ask during this process if  the step really 
bring us closer to the Vision or somehow leading to another direction. 
More information: www.naturalstep.org/en/abcd-process     
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Dragon Dreaming project design
Dragon Dreaming is a holistic method for the implementation of creative,
collaborative, sustainable projects. It is a participatory framework to design susta-
inable projects which contribute to individual development, build community and 
serve the Earth. Based on the spiral of Dreaming, Planning, Doing and Celebrating 
and rooted in Aboriginal tradition, living systems theory and decades of experience 
of project design, it is a powerful tool to create projects based on values of coopera-
tion, responsibility and connectedness.
The Dreaming: Every project starts as the Dream of a single individual, but daily 
experience teaches 90% of our dreams get blocked in this stage, and this usually 
happens because we do not share our dreams.  How then do we make our dreams 
come true?  The first step is to share your dream and build a team around your 
dream that assists in making the dream come true.
The Planning: The second stage is to plan: people do not plan to fail, they only fail 
to plan. How come? “Planners” tend to be seen as the “head” of the organisation, 
and they blame the “body” of the organisation for not following the plan, whilst the 
“body” blames the “head” for being out of touch with reality.
The Doing: International figures show that some 90% of business ideas, start-ups 
or non government community initiatives fail to last longer than 3 years.  This often 
happens through “burnout” on the part of the initiators, and the lack of effective 
succession planning. People feel tired and exhausted, because they have not refueled 
themselves with the fourth step.
The Celebrating: The fourth stage of a successful project is celebration.  This is built 
upon gratitude and thankfulness, acknowledgement and recognition.  It is celebra-
tion that connects the doing of a project back to the original dreaming.  We say 25% 
of any project needs to be celebration.  And it needs to be fully integrated throug-
hout the process.
Source and more information: www.dragondreaming.org 
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Closing the Circle 
 Reflection, integration and next steps

Building resilience
One focus of our project is to build personal resilience which is extremely 
important when you are fully engaged in issues out of your immediate personal 
circles of interest. Resilience means self-recovering capacity. During the Recon-
nect to Empower project we have discovered different ways and means to build 
resilience: drawing strength from nature and from community, grounding our 
inner power and motivation and developing a guiding vision from the seeds of 
inspiration. According to the Medicine Wheel we went through the following 
processes:
- East: grounding myself in my own story, in inspiration and motivation
- South: grounding myself in my body, connecting to my core, to nature, to my 
passions
- West: grounding myself in my emotions, in my pain and sorrow, looking into 
and embracing my fears and shadows
- North: grounding myself in my vision, in engagement and service, in structu-
res and in the power of community
Based on these aspects we encourage you to ask the questions: In which of these 
areas can I really ground myself? In which areas is it difficult or challenging for 
me? In which field would I need support/mentoring? Who are the people around 
me who could support me in this process?  As a next step, we encourage you to 
get in touch with these people: share openly, tell your story, exchange and ask 
for support.  
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Going forth - next steps
As the closing of an intensive community experience, you might facilita-
te the following exercise. Participants sit in pairs, one of them shares her 
answers to the following questions, the other one makes notes for her. Then 
they swap roles. You might also do this exercise individually for yourself, 
making notes in your journal after an intensive learning experience.
- Which ways are you going to integrate the learning of this process in your 
life during the next 3 months?
- What could hold you back?
- What could help you succeed?
- Which concrete steps will you take in the next 2 weeks?
The notes can function as a guiding compass upon homecoming. They can 
also be posted together with a personal letter one or two weeks later. 
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The people behind the project
Michaela Hogenboom Kindle (b. 1986, Dutch, 
living in Liechtenstein) is co-founder of Symbiose 
Gemeinschaft and Symbiose Consulting. Her mis-
sion is to foster a connected and sustainable society 
in the Alp-Rhine Valley region and beyond. She 
graduated from the Master‘s Program in Strategic 
Leadership towards Sustainability in Karlskrona, 
Sweden. Previously, she has been the Dutch Youth 
Representative on Sustainable Development to the 
United Nations. Michaela strongly believes that we 
humans are able to live in balance with each other 
and our natural surroundings, raising the quality of 

life for all. In her opinion an entrepreneurial spirit, passion and personal leadership 
play a crucial role in the transition towards a societal change and new paradigms.

Elias Kindle (b. 1986, living in Liechtenstein) is 
co-founder of Symbiose Gemeinschaft and Sym-
biose Consulting. He graduated from the Master‘s 
Program in Strategic Leadership towards Sustai-
nability at Blekinge Institute of Technology, whe-
re he wrote his thesis about public engagement 
for sustainable development in municipalities. 
His mission is to bring people together to foster a 
strongly connected community where everybody 
can tap into their full potential. The strategy to 
empower people contains co-creating visions for 
the future that serve as sources for inspiration 
and action.

Réka Livits (b. 1989) Based on several years of ex-
perience as a youth worker Réka organizes and faci-
litates workshops and projects focused on a holistic 
approach towards sustainability (integrating the 
social, ecological, economic and cultural aspects) 
in her home country, Hungary and internationally. 
After attending the Ecovillage Design Education, 
completing the Dragon Dreaming training for trai-
ners course and an inspirational meeting with Jo-
anna Macy she dedicated herself to a joyful service 
to the Great Turning. As a co-founder of Pandora 
Association she facilitates Dragon Dreaming and 

Work That Reconnects workshops, organizes trainings and designs educational mate-
rial. She also writes novels, paints illustrations and teaches folk dances. 



Testimonials and stories of participants

Lucie Sovová (Czech Republic): I went to Liechtenstein 
without any expectations but then it was so powerful 
and I really see it as an important step in my path. The 
medicine wheel helped me realize processes and changes 
I’ve been going through in my life, it really makes a lot 
of sense for me. The course helped me to connect more 
with myself, appreciate myself more, be more aware 
of what I am doing, why, and where it is all heading. It 
reminded me that self development is not an optional 
hobby that you can do apart from your real work but the 
very basis of whatever your task is. In a way, it was ma-
gical, the right impulse that came at the right time. Even 
after 3 months I still feel the energy the group created. 
To sum it up in one image, it was like when a rock opens 

and you find a treasure inside.

Vladi Stefanov (Bulgaria): Before 
joining the project I was working as 
a HR consultant. In the beginning 
I was very enthusiastic, but as time 
passed I started to feel that this is 
not the right place for me. I knew 
I have to make a change, but it was 
very hard, because I felt very strong 
pressure from my family and friends 
who were mostly negative about me 
quitting my job. Not only by them, 
but from the whole society which say 

you need security and if you want to change job you better find a new one before you 
quit your current one. But it is very hard to do it, because when you work for 8 hours 
a day something which you don‘t like is very hard after that to find energy to look for 
new opportunities. During the training I have gained very powerful energy to follow 
my dreams. I have learned to listen to what my heart says and to stand against my 
fears. This was a result from the exercises and methods which we did and used. Also 
I have learnt a lof from each participant, because all of us were there with open hearts 
and having one goal „ To empower ourselves by creating better connection with the 
people around us and the nature“.
After the project I decided to quit my job and to follow my dreams. Currently I have 
one more month to stay in the company. The day I went to inform my boss I just felt 
great, everything was just right. Now I am actively looking for new opportunities. I 
also use the ABCD method to better understand what I want and how to accomplish 
it - it helps me a lot. I have shared my experience with my friends and relatives and I 
hope I did a change in their life too.



Project developers and organisers:
Symbiose Gemeinschaft (Liechtenstein) - www.symbiose.li

Pandora Association (Hungary) - www.pandora.org.hu

Partner organisations:
Giardino della Gioia (Italy) - www.giardinodellagioia.wix.com/eden

The Journey Network (the Netherlands) - www.journeynet.net

Cooperation for Voluntary Service - Bulgaria - www.cvs-bg.org

Delivering Life Association (Romania) - www.deliveringlife.com

Zentrum für Verbindungskultur (Germany) - www.circlewise.org 

Društvo Ekologi brez meja (Slovenia) - www.ebm.si 

CELL – Centre for Ecological Learning Luxembourg - www.cell.lu

Web of Life (the Netherlands) - www.weboflife.nl

Czekobanda (the Czech Republic)
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Reconnect to Empower is an international project established 
through the cooperation by Symbiose Gemeinschaft (Liechtenstein) 
and Pandora Association (Hungary). It has been prototyped as a 
training course, which first took place in Liechtenstein in the spring 
of 2014 with 23 participants, three trainers, a baby and a dog from 
Liechtenstein, Hungary, Germany, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, the 
Netherlands, Romania, Italy, Slovenia and Luxembourg supported 
by the European Youth in Action Programme. 
By establishing this intercultural platform of experiential learning, 
the objective of this training course is to foster participants personal 
resilience and to contribute to their physical, mental and emotional 
well-being in order to ground their engagement for the creation of 
a sustainable, democratic and creative society. By combining diver-
se non-formal educational methods, such as outdoor activities, arts, 
community building exercises, deep ecology and wilderness pedago-
gy we aim to inspire and nourish the motivation of young agents of 
change, youth workers, teachers and leaders in different areas of so-
ciety to create sustainable frameworks for their engagement in their 
communities, in their professional field and on a wider, global scale. 
This booklet describes the approach and methods of the course and 
can function as a practical guide for individuals and groups to recon-
nect and empower themselves. 


