Small Group Ministry 

Composting as Spiritual Practice

Goddess Continuing, Unitarian Universalist Community Church, Augusta, ME

Opening Words:

Working in our gardens, we discover enduring principles of growth and renewal. A compost pile turns leaves, grass clippings, and kitchen waste into rich new soil. The same principle holds true for our inner lives.

Composting is part of the natural cycle in which nothing is wasted. Apple parings, ends of vegetables, onion skins, tips of green beans, last week's leftovers, vegetables that have gone bad in the refrigerator — all go into the compost bin. No apologies. Whatever they are, wherever they come from, they're part of a larger process of transformation, turning remnants of the past into better tomorrows.

(A Spiritual Exercise from Inner Gardening: Four Seasons of Cultivating the Soil and the Spirit, Diane Dreher, as presented in a review on http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/books/excerpts.php?id=13654)
Check in: How is it in your world today?
Topic: Three approaches.  (Use one or more)
Option 1. The examined life (index cards)
In an examined life everything is compost. Cherished memories empower us and enrich our lives. But so can our mistakes, old habits we'd like to break patterns we've outgrown. Instead of dwelling on a negative experience, we can compost it. Becoming more mindful, asking, 'What can I learn from this?' and then moving on can turn any negative experience into a new cycle of wisdom and growth. 

Personal Exercise: Composting the Past

Think of something in your life you'd like to compost:  an old habit you'd like to break, a negative experience that keeps nagging at you, something you did that you regret.
Write it down on an index card: "I compost __________(name the action)." Then sign and date the card. Look at the card each morning and say to yourself, "I compost__________," stating what you've chosen to compost.

It takes time to break old habits, so don't be discouraged. Whenever you find yourself falling back into the old pattern, stop and tell yourself, "I've composted that." 
(Adapted from A Spiritual Exercise from Inner Gardening: Four Seasons of Cultivating the Soil and the Spirit by Diane Dreher, as presented in a review on http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/books/excerpts.php?id=13654)
Share something that you would like to compost.

Option 2. Are we too clean?

Nature provides its own fertilizer. When something dies, it feeds the living. Taking dead trees out of the forest weakens the soil; the tree could provide numerous nutrients to small animals and plants and bacteria. Ultimately, the dead tree would enrich the soil. But instead the soil suffers, having fed the tree but not receiving the nutrients back through decay. To bring things closer to home for a lot of us, when we cut the grass and bag the clippings, we’re taking away the natural fertilizer in that grass. You know where that fertilizer is going? Into the landfill. And do you know what happens to grass in a landfill? Absolutely nothing. It doesn’t matter how biodegradable something is–if it goes into a landfill, it’s not breaking down. There’s nothing to break it down. I remember as a kid I watched a 20/20 episode where the reporter went to a landfill and excavated through several years’ of trash. He found a carrot that was almost perfect, other than being shrivelled and dirty.

(Composting as a Spiritual Act  (excerpts), December 30, 2007 in Environmentalism, Rituals http://therioshamanism.com/2007/12/30/composting-as-a-spiritual-act/)
Are we, by our concern for being ‘clean’ and politically neat, actually defeating our eco-concerns?

Using removing leaves as a metaphor, how do we handle loss? Do we ignore or block it, or allow the richness of the feelings and experience to nurture us?

Option 3. Deepening the cycle of decay and rebirth 
Much is made, in neopaganism, of the Wheel of the Year, and the mythology surrounding it. Sure, it’s important to pay attention to the Solar and Lunar cycles–but I think more is made of the symbolism and the abstract mythology surrounding those cycles, than the cycles themselves. ….
Composting brings me into a cycle that hasn’t been so abstracted. There’s nothing glamorous about that pile of decaying matter in the bin. Nor are worms and moths particularly flashy. We have the Horned God, but we don’t have the Slimy God With Multitudinous Setae. Composting makes the processes of fertility very apparent to me in a way that the Sabbats and Esbats never did when I followed a more generic, Wiccan-inspired neopagan path. In that bin is death turning into the fuel for life. Next year, that compost can be mixed in with the Earth and feed tomato plants and mint and gods know what all else. It can feed the plants that become food for me. In that bin is nutrition cycling through one stage to the next. The compost is life.

(Composting as a Spiritual Act  (excerpts), December 30, 2007 in Environmentalism, Rituals http://therioshamanism.com/2007/12/30/composting-as-a-spiritual-act/)

How does composting relate to our spirituality or sense of connection with the universe?

Share your composting practices or thoughts.

Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was the session for you?

Closing Words

I take the scraps to my compost pile.

I dig the dark dirt that has resulted over the months.

My compost pile? Hardly mine.
I am the provider of opportunity, not the transformer.

But may I diligently collect the collectible and return it to the place where the change happens.

This is my gift, to touch the food and feed the earth.

And by that very act may I be connected more closely to the rhythms and cycles of life.
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