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Awaken Pristine Awareness through Forest Therapy Exercises  
By Joseph Bharat Cornell  
 

Sitting quietly by the river—entranced by its song, Chuang Tzu1 writes of his joy: 
“The sound of water says what I think.” The more we feel alive, the more nature 
becomes alive.  

In The Story of My Heart, Richard Jefferies’ experience of nature overflows in 
words of rejoicing: “I could feel the great earth speaking to me. I was sensitive to all 
things—from the least blade of grass, to the largest oak. Everything felt like an exterior 
nerve and vein for the conveyance of feeling to me. The pure, wandering air, the sea, 
and the blue sky—each one touched me and gave me part of itself.”2  

John Muir said that to know trees (and all of nature), we must be as free of cares 
and of a sense of time as the trees themselves. To know a tree demands that we truly 
see the tree.  

To be nature-aware requires living in the now. How could it be otherwise? Go 
outdoors and practice the following exercise: 

Find a natural area that feels especially beautiful and captivating. Gaze around 
you and enjoy everything you see and hear. Notice how, when you’re deeply 

attentive, everything becomes vibrantly alive. Then observe how when your 
thoughts are distracted, the world of nature disappears. Continue observing the 
flow of your awareness, noting when you’re fully present and when you’re not.   

 
The more present we are, the more heightened our senses (both physical and 

spiritual). Unfortunately, the human mind is seldom quiet. Psychologists have said that 

people generate about three hundred self-talk thoughts a minute. A recent Microsoft 
Corporation study measured how fast people’s attention span has been dwindling. In 
the year 2000, the average Canadian’s attention span was timed at twelve seconds; 

thirteen years later it was timed at eight seconds—a 33 percent decline. Today, even 
humble goldfish have a longer attention span than the average Canadian: nine seconds 
for a goldfish vs. eight for a Canadian. 

I once demonstrated the prevalence of restlessness to a group of twenty-five 
educators in Canberra, Australia. I asked them to look at a beautiful tree as long as they 
were able to, and to raise their hands when their attention wandered from the tree and 

drifted to other thoughts. By the six-second mark, every hand had been raised. The 
educators were amazed at how restless their minds were. 

In her book, Explorers of the Infinite, Maria Coffey explains how young children 

lose their sense of connectedness after accumulating more life experience: 
 

At birth, a child’s brain has approximately 100 billion neurons. As the child 

grows, the number of neurons remains the same, but the connections between 
them, the synapses, along which neurotransmitters travel, develop as each new 

                                                             
1 Chuang Tzu is a defining figure in Chinese Taoism 
2 Paraphrased from Chapter XII of Richard Jefferies, The Story of My Heart (UK: 1883). 
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experience is cross-checked against previous ones. Gradually, a unique 
configuration of neuronal connections personalizes the brain, allowing the child to 

interpret the world in the light of previous experience. It is these thought 
processes and associations, built on accumulated experience and memory, that 
[British neuroscientist, Susan] Greenfield claims constitute the “self.”

3
 

Since small children have accumulated relatively few experiences, it is easier 
for them to go into the state in which they experience the world on a sensory 
level, without interpretation. As we age, however, this sense of wonder . . . 

become[s] stunted.
4
 

 
As people age, they too often become “psychological antiques”: creatures of habit, 

comfortable with things as they are. Strengthened by repeated behavior, existing neural 
pathways reduce the intensity of our direct perception by masking current experience. 
Instead of seeing the colorful bird before us, we recall a memory of a bird, or think of 

what we already know about the bird. The mind, categorizing present as past, perceives 
things secondhand, and thereby diminishes our sense of awe and connection with the 
natural world.  

Learning something new or changing one’s perspective can bring intense focus 

to the present moment; this state of heightened alertness will override the mind’s 

tendency to categorize the present as the past. 
Toddlers live in a state of pure perception. Such childlike openness and 

innocence is just what is required for the non-mental experience of communing with 

nature. You can override the tendency to over-think by engaging in activities that 

demand functioning in the present and that result in heightened awareness: popular 

practices being meditation and yogic breathing. Sharing Nature exercises stimulate this 

same focused awareness by a variety of means: the novelty of new perspective; 

surprise; sensory challenge; immersive encounter; centering; storytelling; playful group 

interaction; and joy.   

Quieting the self-absorbed ego, however briefly, opens us to higher wisdom and to 
worlds rich in possibilities. In Shenzhen, China, a Sharing Nature workshop participant 
enthused, “I feel I am discovering a new continent!” 

In the early 1970s, as I studied to be an outdoor educator, I discovered how play 
energizes and enlivens people’s experience of nature. When I led people on nature 
walks, I found that playful exercises would capture their attention and make their 

experience spiritually transformative. People would become so engrossed in the playful 
exercises that their game experience would lead them seamlessly into immersion in the 
natural world. 

                                                             
3 3 Maria Coffey, Explorers of the Infinite (New York, NY: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 

2008), 55. 

4 Ibid, 56. 
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Sensory Awareness Exercises  
 

Camera 

In her book Original Mind, neuroscientist Dee Joy Coulter tells of meeting a young 

Tibetan monk who demonstrated his ability to view the world without preconception: The 

monk turned his head and gazed at an imaginary object, then said, “I look. . . . I see a 

flower. First time.” A few minutes later, the monk again turned his head, gazed across 

the room at the same imaginary object, and repeated, “I look. . . . I see a flower. First 

time.”5 For the young monk, it was possible to perceive the world clearly, without the 

hindrance of foreknowledge.  

For most adults, said Coulter, “a second glance at a flower registers automatically as 

the same flower.”6 However, deep nature play exercises can help us see the world with 

fresh eyes. Especially effective to this end is Camera, one of the most popular Sharing 

Nature games—and one which offers players powerful moments of pure awareness.  

Camera is played with two people: one person is the photographer and the other 
the camera. The photographer guides the camera, who has his eyes closed, on a 
search for beautiful and captivating pictures. When the photographer sees something 
he likes, he points the camera at it, framing the object he wants to shoot. 

The photographer signals the camera to open the lens (his eyes) by tapping 
twice on the camera’s shoulder. A third tap 3 seconds later tells the camera to close his 
eyes again. For the first picture, it may help to say “Open” with the first two taps, and 
“Close” with the third. 

Have the camera keep his eyes closed between pictures—to give the three-
second “exposure” the impact of surprise. Encourage photographer and camera to walk 
in silence (speaking only if absolutely necessary) to enhance the camera’s experience. 

Participants have often told me that they’ve remembered the images of their 
photographs for more than five years. In addition to the visual power of the exercise, the 
camera, during his periods of sightlessness, will also experience a magnification of his 
four other senses. 

After taking 4 to 6 photographs, the camera and the photographer trade roles. 
Because the experience is so compelling, a beautiful rapport is established 

between the photographer and the human camera. It’s heart-warming to observe 
grandparents and grandchildren, and other pairings, carefully guide each other and 
delight in the wondrous scenes of nature around them. 

You can experience by yourself how Camera intensifies awareness. Select an 
area of varied terrain that’s mostly clear of obstructions. Since you’ll be walking alone, 
take along a hiking staff or pole for security and guidance. 

                                                             
5 Dee Joy Coulter, Ed.D., Original Mind (Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 2014), 2. 

6 Ibid, 3. 
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Choose a safe route leading to interesting features such as large rocks, trees, or 
an arresting view. Close your eyes and begin walking. Notice how your leg muscles 
compensate for the unevenness of the terrain. Feel the warmth of the sun and the wind 
blowing against your body, and listen to the insects singing and buzzing close by.  
 As you walk, you can (as needed to stay on course) open your eyes just enough 
to detect blurry shapes.  

When you sense that you’re near something intriguing, open your eyes to take its 
picture. Opening your eyes for only the suggested three seconds keeps the attention 
sharply focused on the subject the whole time. When the exposures are longer, the 
mind tends to wander.  

Continue to tread carefully while taking a few more photographs. 
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The Forest and Me 

The first time I tried The Forest and Me was in Bidwell Park in Northern 
California. My wife and I sat alongside an exquisite canyon stream lined by a lush 
riparian forest. Mayflies danced above flowing water; large leaves fluttered with every 
breeze; sounds of falling water sang throughout the canyon. The Forest and Me activity 
helped us become dynamically aware of the presence of life around us. 

After playing this focusing exercise, while our minds remained calm and our 
senses alert, we began walking along a streamside trail. Suddenly, in the shallow creek, 
we saw rocketing underwater two brown, grayish forms: river otters! 

Blending perfectly with the river rocks, the otters were difficult to see. For ten 
minutes we observed them frolicking and swimming. 

During this time, forty people walked by; none of them saw the otters. We would 
have missed them, too, if we hadn’t practiced The Forest and Me.  
 
To Practice 
 

Find a captivating spot outdoors, such as a sunlit forest glade or grove. Sit down 
(or remain standing) and rest both hands, palms down, lightly on the thighs. 

During this exercise you’re going to observe natural phenomena that capture 
your attention: for example, the texture of a tree’s bark, a field of flowers waving in the 
wind, or a bird calling deep in the forest. Don’t think about what you notice; just let your 
awareness flow from one observation to another. 

Each time you see something, gently press a fingertip on your thigh to note the 
observation. Counting this way helps keep your concentration fully focused on your 
observation. Touching the leg also helps you feel that everything you see is part of you. 

Use the ten fingertips on your hands to count your observations in batches of ten. 
Start with the tip of your left hand’s little finger and count across to your right hand, 
ending with its little finger. Go across as many times as you like. Two to three times 
(twenty to thirty observations) works well. 

Another way to play The Forest and Me is to focus on one object, such as a tree 
or a boulder, that has many interesting features. With each observation, you will 
discover more and more detail about your subject: perhaps you will notice its silhouette 
or shape, its color and texture, its immediate environment. The suggested number of 
observations for this version is fifteen to twenty.  
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The Sky and Earth Touched Me  

Richard Jefferies, the nineteenth century English writer and naturalist, spoke of 
everything in nature—a flower, a lake—as “touching him and giving him something of 
itself.” He “spoke to the sea . . . and desired its strength.” He addressed the sun, and 
consciously drew upon the soul equivalent of its light. He looked at the sky, gazed into 
its depths, and felt the “blue sky drawing his soul toward it, and there it rested.”7  

The way to feel nature inside you is to internalize your awareness. You can do 
this by first centering yourself, then relating from your center to the center of whatever it 
is that you’re observing. For example, if you’re watching a river, feel inside you the 
movement of its flowing water. The more you can do so, the more you’ll feel nature as 
part of you. 

I created The Sky and Earth Touched Me exercise to help people commune with 
the myriad expressions of nature. To play this exercise, go to a beautiful natural area 
that feels vibrantly alive—perhaps a small stream lined with maple trees, a flowery 
mountain meadow, or an aspen forest.  

When something catches your eye, inwardly touch its essence and feel it 
becoming alive in you. Look lovingly at what has captivated you, and mentally include 
its name in the following sentence: “The _________ touches me and gives me part of 
itself.” For example, if you observe a raven soaring high in the sky, say, “The raven 
touches me and gives me part of itself.”  

 
Continue to practice as you sit or walk. For simplicity, you can shorten the phrase 

to: “The __________ touches me.”  
 
After playing The Sky and Earth Touched Me, a young Swiss woman remarked, 

“The exercise sounded so simple, yet was so powerful. I could feel the actual presence 
of the trees. I felt deeply connected to everything around me.” Less is more. Although 
the intellect enjoys complexity, there is a more sublime knowing in the simplicity of 
direct, face-to-face experience of nature. 

 

                                                             
7 Richard Jefferies, The Story of My Heart (UK: 1883), 4.  
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I Am the Mountain 
 

“Before painting a bamboo,” said Su Tung-P’o, “you must make it grow inside you.” In 
Sharing Nature’s I Am the Mountain exercise, the clouds, the hills, all nature become 
vividly alive. The player observes a beautiful part of nature, such as a stately oak, and 

then tries to feel the oak’s essence inside oneself—its spreading canopy, its swaying 
branches. The goal is to feel a living communion with the tree. 

Because this exercise calms and internalizes one’s awareness of nature, people 
often experience remarkable results. Paul, who hikes the Appalachian or Pacific Crest 
Trail every summer, practiced I Am the Mountain for just four minutes. Afterwards he 
told me, “I was able to experience a state of heightened awareness that usually takes 
me a month in the wilderness to feel.” 

I Am the Mountain exercise connects your heart with the hearts of all nature. In 
this simple yet profound meditation, players internalize their awareness by looking for 
something in nature that attracts their eye, then feeling its living essence inside their 
own heart. When one relates to life from his heart (or center), he’s in touch with the 
spiritual essence of Life itself, within himself and all nature. 

I Am the Mountain can be practiced with another person or alone. To begin, look 
for a quiet outdoor place that is entrancing. 

Choose someone to be the “prompter,” and someone to be the “responder.” The 
prompter sits or stands behind the responder to allow him an unobstructed view. 

The prompter begins by quietly repeating the words “I Am.” After each time the 
prompter says “I Am,” the responder looks for something in nature that captivates 
him—perhaps a cloud sailing across the sky or the wind playing music in the forest. 
Whatever it is, the responder feels its living reality inside himself. He enjoys this feeling 
for a few moments, then quietly says a simple word or phrase that describes his 
experience of what he’s observing. For example, the exchange may unfold in this way: 

 
(Prompter) “I Am”— 
(Responder) “the drifting cloud.” 
 
“I Am”— 
“the waving branches.” 
 
“I Am”— 
“the exhilaration of the wind racing across the lake.” 
 

After a while, the prompter can substitute phrases such as “I Love” or “I Receive” 
for “I Am,” as in these examples: “I Love”—“the serenity I feel”; “I Love”—“the blue 
flowers”; “I Receive”—“a wonderful joy in my heart.” 

The prompter and the responder can continue the phrase and response 
exchange for about five minutes. Switch roles as you feel to. 

After players have played both roles (prompter and responder), they can relax 
and enjoy the serenity of nature within and all around them. 
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Having one partner repeat “I Am” (or “I Love,”—“I Receive,” etc.) keeps the 
responder focused and in the present moment. Practicing I Am the Mountain with a 
friend creates a shared sense of communion with nature and with each other. 

Once you’ve experienced the benefits of this exercise with another person, you 
can practice it on your own during outdoor excursions. Regularly practicing I Am the 
Mountain increases your receptivity to, and communion with, the forest. 
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Vertical Poem 

 
First observe something that captivates you—perhaps a flowering shrub or a tall, 

stately cedar. Notice the subject’s effect on you, and choose a word that captures your 
feeling. Or, if you wish—choose a word that expresses your experience of the forest 
today. Use each letter of the word to begin a line of your poem. The simple structure for 
a vertical poem makes it very easy to write.  

The Vertical Poem below was written in a forest in Northern California: 
 
Fragrances of oak and pine 
Open up the heart and mind. 
Remain still awhile and listen: 
Everywhere is Nature’s song— 
Sometimes as silent as a leaf falling; 
Time is suspended. 

—Tom W. 
 
To compose your Vertical Poem, write the word you’ve chosen, one letter on 

each line. Then use each letter to begin a line of your poem. 
 

___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
___ __________________________________ 
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Especially For the Young At Heart 
 

Interview with Nature 
 

The simple phrase “let’s pretend” opens new vistas of creative insight. These magical 

words give us permission and freedom to suspend rationality—to think outside the box. 
In Interview with Nature you sense (or pretend) that everything in nature is alive and 
conscious, interviewing such natural elements as a tree, a bird, or a rock, then write 

down the responses you receive.   
The thought “I am alive, and everything else is too” radically changes our experience 

of life. When we recognize that we share a universal aliveness, we feel united with the 

rest of creation.  
 
Choose a rock, a plant, an animal, or a natural feature that has an interesting story to 

tell. For example, you can pick a dragonfly, a yellow flower, a boulder, a mountain peak, 
or even the wind.  

Get to know your choice as well as you can. Try to learn about it in as many different 
ways as possible. For example, if you choose a rock or plant, you can feel its texture 
with your hands. See if anything grows on it. Look for evidence that something—such 
as fire, drought, or erosion—might have harmed or affected it in some way. Stand a 
short distance away and see how it fits into and interacts with its surroundings. 

Imagine what its life might be like, and tell what you admire about it. Think also about 
the kinds of life experiences it might have had. Geologists have said that some rocks in 
the Grand Canyon are two billion years old. It’s fun to think of all the things that have 
happened to those rocks since their creation. Mountain ranges have risen and fallen, 
deserts have come and gone, and seas have arrived and departed. Dinosaurs, 
mammoths, and camels have all in their turns walked the land.  

While interviewing your subject and writing answers to your questions, try to see life 
from its point of view. Because your rock, plant, or animal cannot talk to you in the 
human sense, use your imagination to come up with the answers; if you like, you can try 
listening quietly for thoughts that tell you how your friend might respond.  

Humanizing nature helps us feel to some degree that all beings are like us.  
 
How to Play: 
 

Select the category that matches your subject, then ask and answer the 
questions that most apply. Feel free to make up your own questions and conversations. 
Adults with young children can read the questions aloud and write down their children’s 
answers. 
 
ROCK, NATURAL FEATURE, OR PLANT  
 

 How old are you? 

 Where did you come from? 

 Have you always been the size you are now? 
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 What is it like living in this particular place? 

 What events have you seen in your life? 

 Who comes to visit you? 

 How do you benefit others?  

 How do they help you? 

 Is there something special you would like to tell me? 
 
ANIMAL 
 

Look for an animal that’s easy to observe. It might be an insect, lizard, or ground 
squirrel. Imagine yourself becoming the animal. Try not to disturb or frighten it.  

Ask and answer some of the questions below:  

 What are you doing now? 

 Where do you live?  

 What do you eat, and how do you find your food? 

 How does your life benefit others?  

 How do they help you? 

 What are the things you like most about your life?  

 Do you ever travel to other places? 

 What would you like to tell others about yourself? 
 

Allow ten minutes for the interview, and then call everyone back. As they return, ask 
them to gather in teams of three or four and share their interviews with one another.  
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Sound Map 

 

The drumming of a woodpecker—wind streaming through the trees—flutelike 

calls of a hermit thrush—water cascading down a steep, rocky incline.  

 

Enchanting choruses of natural sounds delight Sound Map makers. Children 

especially love this activity and sit surprisingly still while mapping the sounds around 

them.  

To play, give each person a piece of paper with an X marked in the center. Tell 

the participants that the paper is a sound map and that the X represents where each 

player is sitting (once he’s chosen his spot). When a player hears a sound, he makes a 

mark on the paper to represent the sound. The location of the mark should indicate the 

direction and distance of the sound from the player’s seat. Tell players not to draw a 

detailed picture for each sound, but to make just a simple mark. For example, a few 

wavy lines could represent a gust of wind, or a musical note could indicate a singing 

bird. Making simple marks keeps the focus on listening rather than on drawing.   

Encourage the players to close their eyes while listening for sounds. To help 

them increase their hearing ability, ask them to make “fox” ears by cupping their hands 

behind the ears. This hand position will create a greater surface area to capture sounds. 

Then show them how to cup the hands in front of the ears (palms facing backwards) to 

hear sounds behind them more easily.  

To hear a variety of natural sounds, choose an area that encompasses several 

habitats, such as meadow, stream, and forest. Tell the players they have one minute to 

find their special “listening place.” Setting a definite time limit prevents restless players 

from walking around too long and disturbing the rest of the group. For the same reason, 

tell players to remain in their spots until you signal that the activity is over.  

How long should you play? From 4 to 10 minutes is good—depending on the 

group’s age and interest level, and on how active the animals are.  

Sitting quietly—listening to the soothing voices of nearby trees, birds, and rustling 

grasses—calms us and deepens our appreciation for the life around us. Sound Map is 

an excellent activity for instilling greater awareness of one’s surroundings.  

 
 

“This earth was the most glorious musical instrument, 
and I was audience to its strains.” 

 
—Thoreau 
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Credits and Forest Therapy Resources: 
 

The text  and the Sharing Nature® exercises described in this chapter are 

excerpted from Joseph Bharat Cornell’s books: Deep Nature Play: A Guide to 

Wholeness, Aliveness, Creativity, and Inspired Learning; The Sky and Earth Touched 

Me; and Sharing Nature: Nature Awareness Activities for All Ages; all published by 

Crystal Clarity Publishers, Nevada City, California.  

Forest therapy handouts for individual and group use are available online at 

http://www.sky-earth.org and http://www.sharenature.org. 

 

You can read more about the described exercises in the author’s books below:      

 
Camera: Sharing Nature, p. 125-128 
The Forest and Me: The Sky and Earth Touched Me, p. 29-31 (titled as Nature and Me) 
The Sky and Earth Touched Me: The Sky and Earth Touched Me, p. 33-35 
I Am the Mountain: The Sky and Earth Touched Me, p. 51-53  
Vertical Poem: The Sky and Earth Touched Me, p. 103-104 
Interview with Nature: Sharing Nature, p. 121-122 
Sound Map: Sharing Nature, p. 106-107 
 
 

 

http://www.sky-earth.org/
http://www.sharenature.org/

