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Redefining Yourself 
Guest: Nina Simons 

The contents of this presentation are for 
informational purposes only and are not intended to 
be a substitute for professional medical advice, 
diagnosis, or treatment. This presentation does not 
provide medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. 
Always seek the advice of your physician or other 
qualified health provider with any questions you 
may have regarding a medical condition. 

Jeffrey: Hi, everyone. This is Jeffrey Smith. I’m 
with one of my heroes, Nina Simons. Hi, Nina! 
 
Nina: Hi, Jeffrey! 
 

Jeffrey: I’m so excited to talk to you. Now, Nina, I became aware of you, 
obviously, through your work at Bioneers. And if people are not familiar with 
what Bioneers is, my goodness, I’m so excited to be the person to introduce 
you.  
 
Bioneers basically, from what I can tell, and I’m going to give you a chance to 
correct me…you can also test my abilities here. It’s like, let’s create a new 
world. Let’s highlight the champions who are creating a new world of 
environment, social justice, money systems, indigeneity, women’s issues, 
youth, inner city, racial. Let’s highlight the people who are already doing the 
transformations that we all want. And then we realize, oh my goodness, we are 
not seeing this on the news. We are not seeing on CNN 24x7. This is actually 
happening and life is so much better than we thought. There are so many 
more solutions. 5000 people in the audience start crying at the same time. 
They’ve come from all over the world.  How am I doing? 
 

Nina: That was great! I loved it.  
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Jeffrey: So, you and Kenny founded this in 1990 - Kenny Ausubel. And if I 
look at your bio, it explains why Bioneers is so broad - because your interests 
are so broad.  You’re looking to create a next level of humanity. You are 
involved in women’s issues to transform the world, racial and gender justice, 
indigeneity, sacred relationship to nature, transforming the nature of 
leadership, bringing in so many different qualities. You’ve co-authored one 
book, written another. We’ll get into that. Give everyone a chance to know 
what they are.  
 
And it’s clear, when I think about your role in a magnificent new normal, it is 
not like, okay, this is Nina’s role over here. It’s like, this is Nina’s role. It’s like 
you are shepherding and bringing along, and aware of, and bringing 
relationships with so many different aspects of what this world is destined to 
become. So, thank you. 
 

Nina: Gosh! Thank you, Jeffrey. One of the easy quick ways we sometimes 
describe Bioneers is to say, Bioneers positions environment as the mother of 
all issues. And so, it’s a systemic world view. And, for me, I’ve had the privilege 
of having a graduate school for 30 years through Bioneers. And so, it’s given 
me a taste for, well, how do we change the whole system.  Cause, you can’t 
just change a part. And here we are, facing a moment when covid and 
coronavirus has requiring us to change all our systems at once.  
 
And really for 30 years, we’ve been looking toward how do we reinvent human 
civilization so that it doesn’t violate the future or jeopardize the past. And how 
do we reinvent human society really in all levels. And so, yeah, I’m really 
interested in the whole. And I think my very favorite job description ever came 
from Caroline Casey, who’s an amazing astrologer, who looked at my chart 
and said, “Oh, you’re a culture doctor!” And I was like, yes! I want a business 
card that says that! 

 
Jeffrey: That's beautiful. Well, culture doctor, I want to ask you for a 
prognosis. But actually I want to ask you for a vision. What is your vision of a 
post-pandemic civilization? What do you see? You touched so many areas of 
life. You see the trends and you see that this is a potential springboard. So, 
where do you see us going and wanting us to go? 

 
Nina: Well, Jeffrey, I see us awakening to the beauty, and mystery, and 
interconnectedness of this gorgeous planet we get to inhabit. And awakening 
from a dream, from a nightmare really that has had us believe in the illusion 
of separateness. Believe that we are a part of a “me” culture instead of a “we” 
culture.  
And I think the opportunity that this magnificent new normal is offering us is 
one in which, for one thing we get to practice our cultural humility. We get to 
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recognize that we are a very young country, in a very young species, in a world 
that’s filled with mentors, and teachers, and examples of how life can thrive. 
And as Janine Benyus, the biomimicry inventor says, create the conditions 
conducive to life rather than depleting our finite resources and creating a 
death spiral, which is what we’ve been doing.  
 
So, I’m super excited because we get to reinvent everything. And I don’t believe 
any of us is here by accident in this momentous time. I really believe we each 
have a part to play in the great transformation. Joanna Macy called it the 
great turning. And for a long time I kind of adopted that phrase. And then I 
realized, after coronavirus, that actually for me, it’s more like the great turning 
inside out. Because we’re getting an opportunity to look at what has real 
meaning for us and where are we going to choose to spend our wild and 
precious life. And if we’re not contributing to the world that’s being born, then 
we’re perpetuating the violence of the world that’s dying. And, for me, there's 
just no question where I’d rather be playing and who I’d rather be playing 
with.  
 
And so, I think I’m incredibly lucky in that I have been immersed in a culture 
of innovators and people who recognize that we have been heading into this 
opportunity for some time. I’m not sure we could’ve predicted all of the ways 
that the system crashes might have happened concurrently. But, while there 
is certainly a great deal of loss, and violence, and sorrow in this time, the 
immensity of the opportunity for reinvention is just huge.  
 
And I'm excited for an education system that honors the brilliance in every 
child. And that really encourages them to grow into their fullest flourishing. 
And, an economic system that actually honors the bounty of nature, and the 
model of generosity that we’re gifted with by living in this world, at this time, 
on this planet. And social systems that recognize the value of all people 
regardless of their preferred gender pronouns, or their race, or their class, or 
their nationality, or ethnicity.  
 
We need all the brilliance of all of us, heading in related directions. And I 
wouldn’t say in the same direction because I think we’re headed into a society 
that has to be a pluralistic society. It’s not a melting pot. We’re not all the 
same. But how do we learn to celebrate, to really recognize that diversity is 
what confers resilience on living systems. And as human beings we are a part 
of, as you so well know, a part of and not apart from the natural world.  
 
So, how do we get to transform it all at once? Well, it’s going to take all of us. 
And it’s going to be hard. But it’s exciting. And there's nothing I’d rather be 
doing.  
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Jeffrey: That was breathtaking, Nina. It was sensational. There is so much 
richness in there. The cultural humility piece of a young country in a young 
species, with mentors as nature herself. All the different areas that will 
transform the sacredness of this time. The coincidence of the multi-collapsing 
systems, as a platform for change. It’s breathtaking in its hope, in its vision of 
what is achievable because you actually pointed to a higher intelligence in 
nature. And you pointed how nature functions with all the excess, back to, 
you talked about the economy, and the tolerance and all that. It was all there.  
 
[10:22] 
 
And in the way that you held it, it gave us confidence that it is achievable, 
because it was so clear and so presented as if it’s almost soon a done deal. 
And now, if we’re going to get there, we individually need to step up into the 
highest version of ourselves, step into our power. What would you like to say 
on the individual level now that you’ve talked about the massive level? On the 
individual level, what would you suggest or how would you inspire us to move 
into the power that we need to make that world a reality? 

 

Nina: Well, some of my best teachers have been indigenous people and 
indigenous cultures. And, one of the sayings that I know from those teachings 
are that no one can take your power away. Only you can give it away. And I 
think we have been lulled into a kind of complacency, and a kind of 
complicity. And I think that it is a combination of an act of practice, an act of 
devotion, and an act of will, that we reclaim our own inner authority. And stop 
looking for leadership from anyone outside ourselves.  
 
And, for me, Jeffrey, I tend to be really attracted to sort of the root causes of 
things. And I find that the more I look within, the more I see how behaviors 
and patterns that I have adopted from a culture that is informed by 
capitalism, by a win-lose paradigm, a zero-sum paradigm, by patriarchy, by 
an illusion of scarcity, often causes me to be judgmental towards myself. To 
compound a kind of self-limiting and inner violence on myself. And I think this 
is a time that asks us all to step into fierce love. And if that fierce love doesn’t 
start with ourselves, not in an egoistic sense, but in a real sense.  
 
I believe each of us came into this life with a kind of a purpose, or a calling. 
And that, for me anyway, the greatest joy is ferreting out what is mine to do. 
And I explore that through a combination of seeing what I love most and what 
I’m called towards most. And then what I have gifts and talents that I can 
contribute towards. And I find that if I can identify the nexus of those things 
with something that’s really calling for reinvention in the world, then I can be 
regenerative as a source of activism or leadership.  
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But there's a lot of self-cultivation along the way, I think. I feel like I’m always 
peeling back layers of an onion skin to remove cultural conditioning that I 
never consciously adopted, to get more authentic, more honest with myself. 
And to be able to show up in the way that feels like it’s co-creating the world 
that I believe in, and I want, that’s congruent.  

 
Jeffrey: When you talk about peeling away and overcoming the conditioning, 
it’s a vulnerable place to speak from. And you're congruent with your message 
by speaking from there. It’s like you're sharing your own journey in a way 
that’s authentic and reclaiming your power in the vulnerable, which is 
magnificent. And I loved how you talked about how culture takes away our 
power in so many different ways. And I want to follow up with that.  
 
But I particularly loved the nexus of the three ways that you find your 
purpose. What you long for, what you feel called to do, and where your skills 
are. And then you match that with the need of the world and then you move 
forward. I’m glad I was paying attention to those three things. Because that’s 
really a beautiful formula, an absolutely magnificent formula. We talk about 
finding purpose and Holly Woods is talking about that in this program and 
she has her own way. This is like a shortcut, quick, like -what do I want? 
What am I called to do? And what am I good at? 

 

Nina: And what do I most love? Because that’s what's regenerative. And thank 
you for that, Jeffrey. Because, in many ways, I feel like my own life is a stand 
on behalf of the archetypal feminine. And I believe that our vulnerability is our 
strength. And that right now we’ve inherited a culture that’s been out of 
balance for a long time. Not between the “gendered” masculine and feminine, 
but the archetypal, the solar and the lunar. So, I aspire to embody 
vulnerability as strength. So, thank you for that reflection. 
 

Jeffrey: And when I said I was going to follow up with the giveaway of the 
power, this is exactly where I wanted to go. Because I know you are a 
champion among creating balance and restoring balance of the masculine and 
feminine. So, can you speak to the ways that you see the giving up of power or 
the imbalance that occurs, and where that leaves us? And what we can do to 
restore it and where that would leave us, specifically in terms of the 
imbalanced feminine. 
 

Nina: Well, it’s no accident in my humble opinion, that the nations that have 
done best in the world at responding to coronavirus are the ones led by 
women. And similarly, there has also been data collected that says that the 
more women are in leadership, the better a nation’s chances are for a healthy 
economy, for a good health system, and for peaceful relations with other 
nations.  
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It’s very interesting. The UN has collected all this data which has affirmed 
what I think many of us intuitively have known, which is that the archetypal 
feminine brings with it a quality of relational intelligence. A quality that 
includes and is accessible to all of us, regardless of our temporary gender 
assignment. It includes being receptive to all of our ways of knowing. So, not 
just listening through our minds, but through our hearts, and through our 
intuitions and through our bodies knowing. Because we all know things in 
different ways. And we all have different kinds of genius. That’s just another 
facet of our diversity.  
 
And I would suggest that tolerance is not a word I would ever use because our 
diversity is our strength. So we really need to celebrate it, not tolerate it. And, 
the feminine carries a quality of flexibility that has not been very evident in 
many of the more authoritarian or toxic masculine leaders that we’ve seen. Or 
in our ways of doing business. I would suggest that the imbalance of the 
masculine and feminine is visible in every one of our institutions.  
 
And so, when I imagine how we are going to revolutionize the healthcare 
system, and our food production, and food growing, all of those things, it’s 
with a much more relational orientation. I think one of my favorite quotes that 
I orient towards, came from Fritjof Capra, who I’m sure you know and many of 
the listeners, who is an Austrian physicist, who has studied ecology a great 
deal. And what he says is that the shift to an ecological culture involves a shift 
in our focus from one on counting things to one on mapping relationship.  
 

[19:55] 
 
And in the women’s leadership trainings that we've done for many years 
through Bioneers, part of what I learned was to prioritize relationship before 
task. And there's a marvelous book actually about leading from the feminine 
that was done by two white male researchers, called The Athena Doctrine. And 
in it they gathered all this data from 13 different nations. And basically, what 
they found was that 65% of the people that they polled agreed that the world 
would be a healthier place if people led more like women.  
 
So, I think that in a way, I may get in trouble for using this word, but for me 
the challenge of getting from here to there, is a challenge of decolonization. It’s 
sort of decolonizing our minds, and our culture, and our hearts, from that 
unconsciously assumed learning that has meant that out of every 20 women 
that we worked with on these deep immersion trainings, who were all doing 
leadership work already, before they showed up, 18 or 19 of the 20 which 
show up, saying, “I’m not sure I belong here as a leader.” And they were 
already leading.  
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So, what is our inherited definition of leadership? Well, it’s a definition that 
involves a charismatic, tall person at the front of the room with power over 
everyone else, who’s essentially dominating and leading through a quality of 
aggression or domination. Whereas, you have Ginger Rogers saying, “I learned 
to lead in high heels, going backwards.” And there are all kinds of forms of 
leadership.   
 
So, I believe we need to fundamentally shift how we understand ourselves as 
leaders. And recognize that, for example, I’ve come to believe that parenting is 
one of the most sacred forms of leadership anyone can do, or caregiving - huge 
leadership to be a caregiver. Or a community caregiver, or an organized 
[caregiver].  
 
So, there are many, many forms of leadership. And I think as women, we need 
to consciously shed or compost the ingrained beliefs that say we’re not strong 
enough, smart enough, skilled enough, trained enough. We all have these “I’m 
not enough” stories inside of us. And for me it’s been a conscious, long term 
ritualized practice of getting rid of those beliefs, because they're just not 
serving us or the world we need to co-create.  

 
Jeffrey: The process of shedding those messages involves many different 
systems.  

 

Nina: Yes. 
 

Jeffrey: But you also mentioned shifting from a task orientation to a 
relationship orientation.  
 

Nina: Yes. 

 
Jeffrey: And if I’m excited about that and said, “great! What do I do?” What do 
I do as an individual? What do I do as an organization, or a company, or 
family? Let’s leave it there in terms of what we immediately have control over, 
our own lives and the organizations that we are in. Since you’ve been involved 
in leadership training and shifting that focus, I’m looking for the best tips you 
have.  

 

Nina: Well, one of the things that I have learned in my work with both 
women’s leadership and racial justice work is that privilege confers blinders. 
And when you have privilege, you don’t see that you have privilege. So, I would 
suggest to every man and boy listening, that because our society confers an 
invisible privilege upon you, that you pay attention to where you’re lifting up 
the voices of women, and making space for women in leadership. And where in 
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your own practices, rather than being immediately goal oriented, you check in 
with people you care for, in your family, among your friends, about how they 
are, about the whole person that you're relating to, not just the task.  
 
There's this funny way, it relates to the phrase that I used earlier, about the 
great turning inside out. Here we are seeing each other’s homes, and children, 
and dogs. We’re all seeing each other’s personal lives, and in a way that many 
of us who are working together, never have. And, that’s, I think part of the 
instruction of this time, is pay attention to the whole person. How is their 
heart? This is a time when many people are experiencing anxiety or 
depression because there's so much uncertainty.  
 
So, how do we care for each other as whole people? And really check in on the 
question of, yes I know we have a business meeting, but tell me how you are 
first. How are you feeling? Are you resting enough? Because I think we have to 
welcome each other back into a society that recognizes our wholeness, and not 
just our functionality to perform as machines in a mechanistic society.  

 
Jeffrey: I love that starting with the relationship piece, beginning with it. I 
know I can talk for a long time how I have learned, and are continuing to 
learn, and reminded of learning that lesson. But you also charged the men 
and boys listening, to be specifically attentive to the women. A kind of 
restorative justice, or restorative situation. So, it’s not enough for me to simply 
say, “okay, now I’m focused on relationships everyone. I am doing my part.” 
Because what you're inviting me to do is to say, “Oh, I want to, as a social 
activist, change things.” And there's an imbalance here. And I want to 
specifically find ways for the voices of women to be invited to be upfront.  

 

Nina: Absolutely. And also, I would suggest, Jeffrey, that in the similar way 
that I was modelling my vulnerability earlier, men can do that too. And 
appreciate the women and girls around you, not just for their beauty. Surprise 
somebody at the dinner table by telling them about your dream last night, 
there's a thought. Or, having a silent walk in nature, to just perceive and 
receive the messages that she may be sending us.  
 
I think part of my understanding of the masculine and feminine or the solar 
and the lunar, is how do we practice listening more than we talk. How do we 
practice getting curious instead of asserting that we know the answer? And 
that’s certainly true in racial justice work as well. That’s the cultural humility 
piece. How do we get really curious about people who are different than us? To 
say, “How can we learn from how you see the world, because my world will be 
richer for it?”  
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Jeffrey: I love that receptivity. It’s a theme that many speakers here at The 
Magnificent New Normal are reiterating. And I love that. I don’t say, “Oh, we’ve 
already covered that.” No, no. I want that to be introduced over and over again 
because it appears to be essential, foundational, and part of the antidote of 
that image of the tall, male, authoritarian becomes the inquisitive, curious, 
interested, relational person.  
 
So now, there’s two other areas, and they are related. One is indigeneity and 
the wisdom of the indigenous, and also the wisdom of nature. And I ask them 
both because obviously the indigenous and nature are so close. So you can 
choose how you want to break them up or put them together. But I wanted to 
understand how that transforms individually and also in a group. What are 
the ways, the tips here again that we can take in our own magnificent new 
normal, or we can take those mentors that you talked about - the mentor of 
nature and the mentor of the indigenous. 
 

[29:45] 

 
Nina: Well, I’ll give you a few examples, Jeffrey. Thank you for asking me that. 
In a very early Bioneers conference in 1992, we had a panel of indigenous 
leaders from the pueblos here in New Mexico. And we were discussing with 
them the 500-year anniversary of Columbus reaching these shores. And, one 
of them, a governor from Isleta pueblo, said, “500 years ago you came and we 
welcomed you with open arms. And if you came again today,” he said, “we 
would do the same.” And I remember feeling my jaw drop open because I knew 
that the pueblo he was from, had suffered particularly egregious, violent 
harms. And I just remember thinking to myself, “Oh my gosh, I have so much 
to learn about how to be a human being.” Because the capacity to say that 
after suffering so much hardship, kind of blew me away. And to be forgiving in 
that way, to practice fierce love and inclusion, blew me away. So, that was 
kind of an early introduction for me. Another example that kind of… 

 
Jeffrey: No, actually can you hold that example? Because you said… 

 

Nina: Yes. 
 

Jeffrey: …fierce love, inclusion, and forgiving. One of my roles is to catch 
these gems. Because it’s like, “All right, it was a great conversation. It was a 
great interview. But what do I do?” and I am looking at those, like forgiveness 
is such a powerful tool. Love is such a powerful tool. Inclusion is a way of life. 
And you just beautifully reverse engineered that statement into three 
fundamental principles that we can vibrate with. We can resonate with, and 
choose to incorporate. Sorry, I just wanted to honor that beautiful evaluation 
and identification of those qualities. You were saying… 
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Nina: No. thank you, Jeffrey. That’s great. You do this really well. So, the 
other story I was going to tell relates back to the masculine and the feminine. 
And I often see messages from the natural world as having meaning, that 
they’re synchronous, they are there to teach me something.  
 
So, I received a spider bite on my shin, on my left shin from a brown recluse 
spider, turned out. And I’ve learned in New Mexico, that some of us are 
allergic to them, and some are not. Turned out I was. So, I got this big sort of 
crater opened up in my leg and it was awful. And it wasn’t responding to any 
of the natural remedies I was using on it. Eventually I was able to largely heal 
it and I went to see an indigenous teacher - a woman named [Okisemini 
Forest] who studied with Mongolian shamans and was raised in the Iroquois 6 
nations, and now lives in Mexico and works with the Zapatista movement. And 
she’s remarkable. And she did a journey session for me.  
 
And I said, “Please tell me what this spider bite was meant to teach me.” And 
she said, “I have visited with your council, and they tell me that grandmother 
spider wanted to teach you to stop meeting conflict from your masculine side.” 
And I said, “Wow, that’s interesting! Please tell me more. What does that 
mean?” And she said, “Well, as you well know, the masculine meets conflict 
with force, and aggression, and combativeness.” She said, “But the feminine 
meets conflict very differently. Think of how grass grows through the concrete 
or a river cuts through a canyon.” She said, “The feminine meets conflict with 
gentle, flexible, persevering pressure. And that’s a very different approach.” 
So, that was a profound teaching for me. That relates back to your question of 
how do we shift our orientation from one that is so heavily masculine, or solar, 
or aggressive, to one that actually integrates all of our human capacities. 
That’s the world I want to co-create. 

 

Jeffrey: And you combined the feminine, nature, and indigenous, all in the 
same story. And you also gave an insight into, from what I believe, a way that 
the indigenous view things as on purpose. You said it in the beginning that 
you think that it’s no accident that we’re all here at this time. And it was no 
accident now that you talked about being bitten by the spider - that things 
happen for a reason.  And I know, tracking the signs are an aspect of 
indigenous wisdom which presupposes purposefulness, intelligence, 
relationships - again the relational. If you think everything is cut off and 
reductionist, then everything seems cut off and reduced.  
 
I think that one piece alone- choosing to believe that there’s purpose behind 
things, and choosing to find the signs in our own lives and around, as 
intelligent and meaningful, is a remarkable medicine, a remarkable medicine. 
And you just described how you, as a tracker, took the sign and went to an 
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elder or a wise person and got to the source of it, as you said tracking to the 
source. It’s beautiful. 

 
Nina: Thank you. 

 

Jeffrey: I’m wondering, you have so many stories from people that have 
spoken at Bioneers. And I’m still on this theme of transforming the old to the 
new. And I’m wondering if there is a business organization that was moving 
along one track and then brought in a system, or a person, or a ritual, or a 
way of thinking, and was able to shift. Is there an example like that that we 
can then benefit from? 
 

Nina: Well, sure. I’m not sure how well I can tell the stories. But, there are 
biomimicry informed businesses like Interface Carpet, that basically 
reinvented how industrial carpet was made and designed based on nature’s 
influence. And did it very successfully. There’s an amazing green chemist. Let 
me find his name in my memory bank… Oh, gosh! There's PAX Scientific, 
which is a biomimicry informed business, by Jay Harman, who has reinvented 
the propeller. He grew up in Australia. And he studied undersea forms and he 
realized that the way that nature meets conflict is by forming spirals. And that 
the reason that seaweed doesn’t break when a wave crashes on it is because it 
spirals.  
 
And then he started looking at the motor which is the basic engine of 
industrial civilization and realized that the propeller has not been redesigned 
in 50 years. And when I went to see his office, I saw this amazing diagram on 
the wall that showed the flows of water going down the side of a boat and 
hitting the propeller and the water turns into spaghetti. You could see all the 
red lines are just this mish-mash. And Jay Harmon reinvented something he 
calls an impeller. And it’s beautiful. It looks like a lily. I think it’s been 
inducted into The Museum of Modern Art because it’s so beautiful.  
 
And when you put that into the back on an engine of a boat, and the water 
hits it, it comes out a spiral. And it reduces the fuel consumption by like 50%. 
It’s amazing! And this is part of the marvelous new normal- is that industry 
has been slow to adopt these kind of innovations because it’s so expensive to 
retool everything. But if you think of it, propellers are in every single machine 
we humans use - from our laptops, to our refrigerators, and air conditioners, 
and cars, and everything. And all of that could have our energy consumption 
cut very quickly. And in comparison with the freefall that our economy is 
currently in, it would cost a relative pittance. So, was that the kind of example 
you were looking for? 
 
[40:02] 
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Jeffrey: I hold to the mystery. I wasn’t looking for anything. I love the answer. 
Now, you gave us examples of ways that nature can do things better and that 
we learn from nature. There’s a lot of people who are quite pessimistic, sad, in 
shock, when they think about the crashing systems. And certainly many of 
them have been highlighted in Bioneers, but from a different angle of those 
that are seeking and implementing, to fix things, the improvements. You have 
had access, and have heard, and know very well experts in environmental 
decline, in every area, around the globe. So, are you enthusiastic? And if you 
are, can you convince those in the audience, what data points, what systems, 
what momentum is occurring that can give them some hope as well. 

 

Nina: Well, I guess first of all, I would have to say, I can’t convince anybody. I 
can only invite everyone into sharing my reality. Because, what I know is that, 
like the ancient myth of Kali, we’re in an inflection point, where the old world 
is dying and simultaneously a new world is being born. And really what 
Bioneers has been all about for 30 years, is putting a spotlight on the new 
world being born. And we are continuing to do that. And there are incredibly 
hopeful stories about every sphere of life that people can access on the 
Bioneers.org website, and through the newsletter. And we’ll be producing an 
online conference in December.  
So, what I would say, Jeffrey, is that there is a lot to be mournful about. 
There's a need to acknowledge all of our emotions right now. And I would 
suggest that one of the great pathways to healing our relationship to our 
emotions, which is essential to healing our relationship with ourselves, is to 
recognize that there are no good and bad emotions. That every emotion is here 
for a really good reason. And has really good information to give us. And, the 
best resource I can offer people is to look up Karla McLaren and see her books 
or her videos online. She wrote a book called The Language of Emotions, and 
another book about anxiety.  
 
And what I have found is that our minds are like muscles and we can actually 
build strength and new neural pathways through practice. And so, while there 
is good reason to be fearful, or despairing, or anxious about the state of the 
world, I have been practicing a mindfulness meditation for some years that 
has given me access to a relationship with uncertainty that actually has 
peacefulness embedded in it. So, I think it’s possible to be in the not knowing 
and not be fearful. And to choose how we are going to cultivate ourselves, as 
instruments to serve what we most love, what we’re most devoted to, and what 
we have skills and talents to offer to. For me, what's most convincing is this is 
the most joyful way I know to live and celebrate life.  
 
And one of the deepest lessons I feel like I’ve gotten from my indigenous 
mentors, my many indigenous mentors, is, Creator put us here to celebrate 
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life. And if that’s part of our assignment, then how do we cultivate ourselves to 
be able to do that even when there is pain, and sorrow, and death, and 
destruction around us, because life regenerates itself. And frankly, the 
planet’s going to be here. She may take millions of years to get over us, but 
she’s going to survive for billions of years. The question is really whether we 
will survive. And I would rather do that in the most loving, joyous, congruent 
way I can. And to me that involves really healing my relationship to myself, 
each other, and the natural world, as they’re all octaves of the same social 
imbalance and disease, if you will, that we’ve inherited. 

 
Jeffrey: I love how you talked about being at ease with the not knowing. And 
then showed that you were at ease with the not knowing about the future of 
the planet, and the future of humanity. And, I also enjoyed how you talked 
about the role of emotions. Because you talked about being inclusive, and 
finding the meaning for everything that shows up. But we often look at the 
outside world for the signs, and the outside world for being inclusive, and 
appreciating diversity. But you apply the exact same principles inside, to your 
own emotions, which is magnificent. 

Nina: Well, how can we be purveyors of peace if we are banishing or judging 
half of what we feel? It’s crazy. I grew up in a household where no one 
expressed anger. And as a result there was sort of a sub-current of anger all 
the time. And what Karla McLaren says is that anger is your body’s way of 
letting you know that a boundary has been trespassed. Well, with all the work 
you’ve done on GMOs and how babies are born with over 200 chemicals not 
found in nature, inside their bodies, if we’re not angry about that, we’re not 
paying attention. That’s crazy! And so, there is a healthy outrage that right 
now I want to invite us all into. Because I think it’s very life affirming. 

 
Jeffrey: I enjoy your comment about anger. Anger is so taboo in so many 
households and in many cultures. And people suffer from the way that they 
have blocked their relationship with anger and pushed it back. And I want to 
go back to what you said about the making friends with or being okay with the 
unknown. During the pandemic, during our blossoming in place as I like to 
call it, there's a lot of unknowns. Will I survive? What will the world be like? 
When is it going to be over? And, fear of the unknown, it plays a role in a lot of 
people’s lives. And you talked about gaining some level of peace with that 
through your practice. So, for those that are looking for that, what can you 
recommend? 

 
Nina: Well, I’ve been amazed at what kind of medicine, a practice of 
mindfulness can offer. And also I have learned this through indigenous 
wisdom as well. I once did a ceremony called a winter dreaming ceremony, 
where we all went into a kiva that was completely blackened and laid on the 
ground, under blankets for probably 4 or 5 hours. And the practice was to 
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simply be receptive to what came through the darkness. And my experience of 
that was that rather than the pitch black being frightening, it was like being 
held in a womb. It had this quality of creativity, of understanding that life 
comes out of darkness.  
 
And in a similar way I find that the more that I practice mindfulness, and 
there are a lot of different teachers, people can find who they resonate with. 
But, the more that I practice, being able to kind of empty my mind, there is a 
place of stillness that’s very sweet, that leaves me with a feeling of feeling 
calm, kind of serene, and centered.  
 

[49:51] 
 
And there is a way that this relationship to not knowing, to uncertainty, is 
simply revealing the truth of what is. Because we’ve been a culture that has 
avoided our mortality, and avoided the truth of the uncertainty of life. We 
bought into a promise of some sort of security, or stability, or saneness. When 
in fact no one knows what tomorrow’s going to bring, ever. And none of us 
knows how long our life is going to be.  
 
I had the privilege of attending my mother’s end of life last summer. And it 
was probably the most painful thing I’ve ever been through, but also the most 
sacred. And it was incredible how fast she went from super-vital, and alive, 
and looking like she was going to live for years, and years, and years, to dying. 
And none of us knows.  
 
So, I believe this is part of our maturation as a species, is kind of confronting 
that. And I'm also finding, Jeffrey, that in this blossoming in place, as you call 
it, I am constantly shifting my relationship to time. Partly because every time I 
listen to a different expert, they have a different prognosis about how long this 
might be. Given the failure of this administration to respond in an appropriate 
way, it could go on a long time. And each time my sense of the duration 
changes, I find that I have to reorient my inner self. Because, it’s not that I 
want to resume my life after corona is over. I want to keep living my life 
through this process, and through this flourishing time, through this inflexion 
point.  
 
And, I think another aspect of this turning inside out, for me, involves the 
awareness that we can’t just focus on progress and innovation as being what's 
going to save us. We actually need to look to the traditional as well. So we 
need to pull our wisdom from the elders among us, which not only means the 
indigenous people who know how to be in right relationship to a place, but 
also the elders, the redwoods, that are living for thousands of years, and the 
rock people, and the star people, and all of the forms of nature that are so 
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much older than us. And actually have learned a lot over the course of their 
species’ lifetimes. How do we learn from them how to adapt and co-create the 
new normal? And do it in a partnership as I said in the beginning, in a shift 
from an “I” culture to a “we” culture? But the “we” has to be really inclusive, 
really big.  

 
Jeffrey: It’s interesting that you talked about time and where my mind went 
was, you don’t know when someone’s going to die. Your mom switched very 
quickly, transitioned very quickly. We don’t know when the end of the 
restrictions are going to be. It keeps moving back and forth. And it comes back 
to that indigenous wisdom piece about living in the present moment and not 
defining success or pushing things off into the future. Because we only have 
now, and now, and now, and now, and now.  

 

Nina: Yeah. 
 

Jeffrey: And that gets informed by the timeless, informed by the stars, by the 
redwoods which are amazing. I live in northern California. I have a lot of very 
tall friends. But, what I get from you is being okay with the unknown, in a 
black, in a kiva, which is a sacred space, in Native American villages. Being 
okay with the mystery. Being okay with time. Being okay with your thoughts.  
Understanding a relationship with a spider. There is a sense of beneficence 
that I’m getting, that things are not only on purpose, but they're part of an 
evolutionary unfoldment. And that nature is evolutionary. That time is 
evolutionary. That things are here for a purpose, for our benefit.  
 
And, as you talked about celebrating life, as you move through it, no matter 
where we’re going, celebrating the moment as our own. I think that’s a 
beautiful takeaway. And I just want to appreciate you for that because I think 
it comes across, at the very beginning when you talked about how you were 
peeling away the inculturated biases, and becoming more vulnerable. It was 
all on this background of a buoyant, positive expectation that you're part of 
this evolutionary system.  
 
And you talked about how society could be leaping forward right now. That 
there’s a convergence of these collapses. But you are looking behind it and 
seeing meaning that give you confidence of the possibility of where we can go. 
And, I just wanted to reflect on that because that’s one of the gifts that I’m 
getting from you in your weaving together your talks, is an ease about life and 
an expectation that we can be part of. We can be contributing towards this 
unfoldment in a celebratory way.  
 

Nina: Yeah. And I think our relationship to not knowing, and uncertainty, and 
darkness, is also related to that rebalancing of the masculine and feminine. 



 

 16 

 
Jeffrey: Yes, there we go. 

 

Nina: Right? We’ve been taught to celebrate light and fear the dark. And we 
can’t do that anymore. We need to integrate them. All of the most ancient 
spiritual traditions teach us that life is this celebration of the yin and the 
yang, of complementarity. And I want to be in that dance fully. And in order to 
do that, we actually have to welcome the dark and the not knowing. And that 
can be a choice. It’s a practice. It’s like any other practice. You can build the 
muscle to say, “Okay, I can be friends with this. I can choose.”  
 
And really, in many ways, I think we’re all in a time where we’re called to be 
active participants instead of reactive agents. Because so much of what we’ve 
been fed, and raised on, and media-ized with, and capitalism has sent us a 
gazillion messages that we would do very well to peel away right now and say 
what has real meaning. And how do I live in alignment with that. And how do I 
nurture those parts of myself. I do want to offer a few resources for books 
actually. Is that okay? 
 

Jeffrey: Please, I was going to ask you that. Yes, now is a good time for that. 
 

Nina: Oh, great! Well, Bioneers is an amazing resource for any women who are 
cultivating their own leadership. I co-wrote one book and wrote another book. 
And I’m busily developing them into curriculum. And they're beautiful. And 
they speak to the intersection of women’s leadership, and racial justice, and 
diversity. And one of the most wonderful books I want to recommend to 
people, who might not have seen it, is Robin Kimmerer’s book, Braiding 
Sweetgrass. Because she teaches the thanksgiving process and way from the 
Haudenosaunee or Iroquois 6 nations. She’s an exquisite writer and the 
relationship to the plant world and to all of nature that she describes is so 
delicious that you can’t help but choose to enter it.  

 
Jeffrey: Can you say the title of that book again, please? 

 

Nina: Sure. It’s Braiding Sweetgrass 
 

Jeffrey: Braiding Sweetgrass.  

 
Nina: Sweetgrass. 

 

Jeffrey: And can you say the names of your books, please? 
 



 

 17 

Nina: Sure. Mine, the most recent one is called Nature, Culture & the Sacred: A 
Woman Listens for Leadership. And the one before that is called Moonrise: The 
Power of Women Leading from the Heart. But they are both for people of any 
gender.  
 
[59:40] 

 
And then another resource that I would name, because she’s so wonderful, is 
a woman named Deborah Eden Tull. And Eden teaches mindfulness online, in 
a way that she has called relational mindfulness. Because after being a monk 
for 7 years, she basically came of the cushion and said, “This isn’t quite loving 
enough for me. It needs to have a better balance of the feminine in it.” And 
she’s an exquisite teacher and there's tons of stuff for free online.  
And the last person I wanted to mention, was Karla McLaren. And Karla 
McLaren also has several books. It’s K-A-R-L-A M-C-L-A-R-E-N. And she also 
is a wonderful teacher who is not only teaching about emotions and anxiety, 
she’s also relating it to how do we become better advocates for racial justice. 
And I just read a blog of hers online about privilege and celebrating our use of 
privilege, right use of privilege. That’s just gorgeous. So, those are some 
resources that I would offer.  

 
Jeffrey: And you said you are creating a curriculum. So, how do people stay 
in touch with you, so that when the curriculum from your books are available, 
they can enroll? 

 

Nina: Well, I’m currently marketing it to women studies educators everywhere. 
And, basically if they sign up for the Bioneers newsletter, they’ll know about 
what’s happening with me and Bioneers. And they’ll get this regular bi-
monthly infusion of good news that’s relevant and really well communicated, 
that I’m really proud of.  
 

Jeffrey: And you have an online conference. What are the dates of the 
conference? 
 

Nina: We haven’t announced them publicly yet, but I think that they will be in 
early December.  

 
Jeffrey: Okay. Sounds fantastic.  

 

Nina: Yeah. 
 

Jeffrey: And you have a regular conference. It’s been going for 29 years at San 
Rafael. And if you sign up you’ll hear the details for that as well.  
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Nina: Well, when we have a face-to-face conference again. At the moment 
we’re reinventing to do something wonderful and magical online. 

 

Jeffrey: And we have no idea what the future will bring and we’re completely 
fine with that.  
 

Nina: We’re preparing for any eventuality.  
 

Jeffrey: Of course. And, we have a forum where people can post things. And 
you may want to give people a challenge to do after they hear this 
conversation, it could be reflections on what you said, it could be something 
you want to ask them to dig deep and post, it could be a written thing, a 
picture, or anything you want. Do you have an idea of what you want to 
suggest? 

 
Nina: Well, sure. How do I choose just one? I would suggest a couple of things. 
And people can run with whatever resonates for them.  

 

Jeffrey: That will be great. 
 

Nina: One would be, how do you pay attention to clarifying your own sense of 
purpose right now, to what calls you, or what feels like your soul’s 
assignment. And recognize that it may be different from what it was a few 
years ago. It may be evolving through this blossoming in place time. And 
notice both what you love, what breaks your heart open, what needs 
reinvention. And then explore what in you could serve that reinvention in a 
creative way that would bring you joy. So that’s one assignment.  
 

Jeffrey: This is very significant. This is not like, wait, and I appreciate this. 
People are here to change. And the community is here to support that process. 
And thank you for not holding back. And I also want to acknowledge that 
you’ve not only given us tools to figure out what our purpose is, I think people 
can pretty much guess what you love, and what your skills are, and what your 
calling is, by what you’ve been talking about, as reflected in the names of your 
books, and the work in Bioneers. It seems to be a pretty nicely wrapped 
package here.  

 
Nina: Well, thank you. It’s complex and it’s taken me a lot of twists and turns 
to find it. The other challenge that I would offer people is to pay exquisite 
attention to what you may have inherited that you need to shed or compost. 
And what capacities in you, you want to strengthen in order to be the best 
instrument of serving that purpose, or calling, or assignment. Because I really 
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feel like, in my lineage, which is Jewish, there is a myth that says every soul 
knows before it’s born, what it’s coming to do. And that in the course of being 
born, we forget. But if we’re lucky, and we pay attention, and we act like 
detectives, and notice the cues and clues, we can find our way back to that 
assignment. And that’s the most fulfilling thing I could wish for every one of 
us on Earth. And the Earth needs us now. So, I hope you’ll join me. It’s 
certainly the most joyful, and intentional, and congruent way I know to live.  

 
Jeffrey: Beautiful. So, I choose now to compost…. I choose now to 
strengthen…beautiful. Declaring it to the community in relationship. And 
finding the transformation as the community.  

 

Nina: And because we learn so well from each other, you can call together a 
circle and have, we used to call them compost and cauldron sessions, where 
once a week you get together and you say, “This is what I’m composting. This 
is what I’m cooking on in myself and want to strengthen.” And by ritualizing it 
in community, you strengthen it in yourself.  
 

Jeffrey: Beautiful. That’s magnificent. And, finally… well, you just actually 
answered the final question. I was just going to suggest if there is an 
experiential exercise that you could recommend or lead. And you just gave a 
beautiful one of the circle. What was the name of the circle again? How do you 
describe it? 
 

Nina: Well, we call it a compost and cauldron, because you’re cooking on 
something collectively. And you're shedding something intentionally and 
ritually. I think one of our greatest hidden resources is our capacity to create 
ritual and then hold ourselves accountable to doing those rituals day-after-
day, because it changes us. And here’s an example of what I found. I learned 
from a Peruvian teacher that ritual creates relationship. And I noticed that 
when I got out of the shower in the morning and looked at myself in the 
mirror, I had all these little voices in my head that said, “Your butt’s too fat. 
Oh, your hips are getting wider.” I had all these critical judgement voices. And 
I realized one day, wow, I’m doing violence to myself over and over again, every 
day when I do that.  
 
So, I made up a ritual. And I decided that every morning, I will oil my body 
with a body oil, with essential oils in it that I love. And spend three minutes 
pouring love into my body. And it has changed my relationship to my body. 
But you have to do it every day. Whatever you make up, you have to do it 
every day, for like 6 or 8 weeks, in my experience, before it changes 
something. But we have that capacity to change ourselves. And it’s not by 
denying any part of you, but it is by changing a habit that you might have 
noticed you carry, that helps make you small, or limit your options, or 
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reinforces something you don’t want to reinforce. So, I would invite everyone 
into the process of intentional self-cultivation because that’s how we really 
flourish in place.  

 
Jeffrey: You mentioned 6 to 8 weeks. I can say, how about 40 days and 40 
nights? We’re in a Magnificent New Normal series that’s 40 days and 40 
nights. This is designed for people to use this time as sacred space to intend, 
and intentionally transform themselves, and realize that they’re part of a 
transformation mechanism, to help transform the world. This is a special time 
in the collective consciousness. You’ve talked about how individuals and 
communities are related. You’ve spoken on the fact that there's a fractal 
universe and that what I am, and I’m inviting people to take very seriously and 
in a celebratory way this opportunity to make a substantial change in our 
lives.  
 
And this concept of doing something every day as a ritual and changing the 
relationship, I would say that’s a beautiful experiential exercise. And people 
can think what it is they want to change, what is it they want to promote, and 
to incorporate something on a daily basis, during the 40 days.  
 

[1:09:50] 

 
And then, I want to suggest, as a posting for our community forum, share 
what kind of ritual you’ve decided to do. Because it may inspire others to do 
the same. Because we get to fertilize and cross-pollinate that way. And then, 
towards the end, explain and share what changes have been made so that 
everyone can celebrate you and you can celebrate others. Because ultimately 
we’re here for the transformation.  
 
And on that point, I want to thank you so much for giving us such rich 
direction to nature, to feminine-masculine balance, to the indigenous, to our 
relationship with time, to the relationship to the mysterious, to our own 
thoughts. So many different areas as leaders of ourselves, of our families, of 
our children. So many areas you wove together in this beautiful tapestry, 
supporting our desire and goal of transformation. Thank you. 
 

Nina: Thank you, Jeffrey, so very much. And thanks to everyone listening and 
watching. Here’s to a magnificent new normal. Let’s do this.  
 

Jeffrey: Absolutely. 
 
 


