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Foreword 
 
 

Within your cells awaken, 
You children of the past; 

Your resting-place abandon, 
The morning comes at last. 

 
Your threads I am now spinning 

Into one single thread; 
Gone are the days of feuding, 
One life shall now you wed. 

 
Each one will live in others, 

And all in everyone. 
One heart within you surges, 

Through life-breath of the One. 
 

~  Novalis 
 
 

     In the Autumn of 2007, a group of educators gathered at the Center for Education, Imagination 
and the Natural World to consider Thomas Berry’s understanding that “only a sense of the sacred 
will save us.”1 We gathered as educators from all walks of life and divergent pathways.  We 
gathered at a time when the world seemed to descend ever more deeply into materialism and 
technology.  Together, we pondered this profound thought about the sacred and wondered how it 
would weave its way into a deeper understanding of our relationship to the world. 
 
     Over the course of two years together we befriended the natural world in Silence at the earth 
sanctuary and beyond.  We entered into communion with a more profound world than the 
humanly constructed world that so dominates our lives.  We remembered our own childhood 
epiphanies and grieved over the forgetting that veiled our sacred connections as we grew older.   
 
     Ultimately, we asked ourselves what kind of practices we might undertake during our second 
year together that would bring us closer to this sacred universe that is our home and how we 
might enable children and young people to affirm their own natural inclinations to feel a sense of 
belonging to the universe. 
 
    Twelve days before our final retreat together, Thomas Berry died on June 1, 2009.   We 
dedicate these practices to Thomas, with love.  They emanate from the depths of the human soul 
and offer new forms of sacred service to the world.   
 
 
Peggy Whalen-Levitt, editor 
June 6, 2009 

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, Foreword, When Trees Say Nothing by Thomas Merton, edited by Kathleen 
Diegnan, Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2003, pp. 18-19.  
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Suddenly We Came Upon a Different World: 

Entering Into the Mystery With Children 

by 

Lori Cahill 

 

     It’s November 2008, and I’m bringing up the rear of a group of about seven eighth-graders 
from Our Lady of Grace primary school who are following Carolyn from the Tree House to begin 
our earth walk.  We stop together at the pond, spread out to our own areas and begin to write what 
we notice with sentences that start with In this moment…  We sit in silence, looking, listening, 
writing, and then sharing.  A warm fall sun makes it way through the trees and shimmers off the 
pond; it’s a bright day, almost hot. 
 
     From here, Carolyn leads us forward - slowly, silently - following a narrow trail that leads 
from the pond down a short incline through the woods to a small waterfall by a babbling brook. 
Again, we sit and notice.  The change is remarkable.  Where we were once shielding our eyes 
from the bright sun and tying jackets around our waists, we have entered a new place – cool, 
moist, and damp. 
 

     I take out my journal to complete the assignment – my observations using my senses in the 
form of an acrostic using the word Behold – but before I can write anything else down I am struck 
by, and write down the phrase, “Suddenly, we came upon a different world.” 
 

     I am amazed by the magic that Carolyn has worked – how can such a brief walk, past 
landmarks well known and observed by me in this past year and a half of Inner Life of the Child 
in Nature “training”, lead to such a feeling of awe, wonder, and amazement?  How did this 
ordinary walk suddenly become extraordinary? 
 

     Over the next months, these questions kept resurfacing:  how was I able to so easily “enter the 
mystery” that day?  What about that experience allowed me to commune with the natural world in 
wonder, beauty, and intimacy?  According to Thomas Berry, our greatest hope for a future freed 
from environmental devastation comes from our personal experiences of the natural world as a 
sacred presence.  Berry writes, “In our present attitude, the world remains a commodity to be 
bought and sold, not a sacred reality to be venerated… Eventually, only our sense of the sacred 
will save us.”1 
 

     I felt this possibility, this sense of the sacred, this “entering the mystery” of the sacred 
presence of the natural world on that walk that day, and it seemed like the schoolchildren I was 
with did as well.  This walk supported and encouraged us to see the natural world with new eyes: 
no longer as a collection of objects, but as a communion of subjects.  
 
                                                
1 Thomas Berry, Foreword, When Trees Say Nothing by Thomas Merton, edited by Kathleen 
Diegnan (Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2003), p. 18-19. 
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The Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and Practice Program 

 

     Through the course of my two-year co-research with the Inner Life program, I have 
reconnected with many practices that have and continue to help me enter into this sacred 
communion with the natural world: silence; meditation; walking slowly and generally slowing 
down the pace of my life; looking up; biking instead of driving; saying “no” to extra 
commitments; taking time to think.  I find that remembering to balance my life’s activities with 
these practices allows me to remember my relationship with the natural world.  My past two years 
of “training” in the Inner Life program have proved invaluable in keeping me connected with and 
strengthening these practices in my life.  
 

     Beyond the readings, lectures, and solo nature walks so important to my Inner Life experience, 
the communal sharing of my fellow participants’ journeys has been a source of solace and 
inspiration to me.  This road of beholding and being in this moment is not the way of my North 
American, white, middle class culture, and I have found that it takes time, commitment, and 
constant refocusing to stay on my journey.  In a video we viewed during our Inner Life program, 
Thomas Berry remarked on that very need for time to reflect on his journey – and the only places 
he could think of accomplishing that feat were either in a monastery or in a jail! I am appreciative 
of the gift of time to “think” that these two years of training have presented me with.  
 

   So after much reflection, thought, and personal re-connection with the natural world through the 
Inner Life program, how then is my work brought forward to the wider world?  After all, what 
difference can one parent make?  I find inspiration in the words of Rachel Carson in The Sense of 
Wonder:  “If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder … he needs the companionship of 
at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement, and mystery of the 
world we live in.”2 Although this adult is often a classroom teacher, I find myself being that adult 
companion for many children in the roles I fill as the mom of a friend, the carpool driver, a 
Sunday School teacher, an aunt, or a parent volunteer in chess club, in the classroom, or on a field 
trip. 
 

     There are many examples of how the program has made me reconsider my interactions with 
children.  In fact, I find it hard to discern where the Inner Life program has not made an impact.  I 
find myself leading and being led into the natural world more readily with children, and I find 
that something as simple as sharing my own “beholding” experience with children is all that is 
needed to launch a great investigation of the backyard, the church courtyard, or the environs of 
the soccer field.  Noticing the smallest thing – a small snail shell on the sidewalk, an open acorn – 
presents a world of mysteries to a child, and approaching these discoveries with love, wonder, 
and joy is a gift to both of us. 
 

     Even when we are not out in nature, the natural world and our connections to it are alive and 
waiting to be re-entered.  In my volunteer work as a docent at a local art museum, I have noticed 
children and adults reclaiming their ties to the natural world through art, even when that art 
involves no direct representation of nature.  A particular abstract work we featured in the fall of 
2007, “Untitled” by the Russian painter Jules Olitski, brought this story to mind for one of my 
fellow docents:  “This work reminds me of a time from my childhood when I would run through 
open fields in the bright summer sun.  Sometimes we would run so far and so fast that all we 
                                                
2 Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder (New York:  Harper Collins, 1998), p. 56. 
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could do was then lie down in the field and close our eyes, letting the warm sun fall on our faces. 
This painting reminds me of what it looked like as I laid down in the tall grass on those bright 
sunny days.”  I shared that story with every group of students who came to the museum, and they 
all seemed to know just what she was talking about, and added some of their own similar stories. 
One student in particular added, “that’s what the sun looks like inside my eyelids!” 
 

     I am grateful for the opportunity these past two years have provided me to notice these 
moments of communion with the natural world through imagination, intuition, and direct 
experience, either leading or being led by children and other fellow travelers. 
 

Intentional Practice – the Irish Pennywhistle 

 

     After one year in the program, the question was put to us:  What could be yet another practice 
that could help you further develop this sense of wonder, sacredness, and communion with the 
natural world?  The first answer that came to my mind was music. 
 

     I have enjoyed making music since my first piano lesson at the age of five, but I wondered if 
this practice could allow me to explore music in a new way.  Rather than following a score, my 
intention was to interact with the music I heard all around me in the natural world.  But what 
instrument would I choose?  My first thought was flute. I have heard Sandy, a member of the 
faculty of the Inner Life program and our lead earth guide at the Center, play an American Indian 
flute when the children gather at our morning fire circle before our earth walks in smaller groups. 
This time of listening to music helped me to slow down, and it seemed to bring a stillness to the 
children as well.  I had a sense that when Sandy played she was playing with the natural world, 
calling and responding, rather than making her way through a predetermined piece.  I wondered if 
music could facilitate this type of connection between me and the natural world, and if this could 
be a practice that I could then share with children. 
 

     But something about my dedicated intention felt forced.  Maybe it was my American Indian 
friends who heard me describe the prelude to my plans and asked, cringingly, “You’re not going 
to get a flute, are you?” 

     Maybe they were right – maybe this wasn’t the answer for me.  I decided to do a little 
searching on some of my own people’s history.  Growing up in an Irish Catholic family, I was 
raised to believe that the Irish had saved civilization, long before Thomas Cahill wrote his same-
titled book.  I decided on the Irish pennywhistle as my instrument of choice.  The pennywhistle is 
a simple, six-holed, end blown woodwind instrument.  The oldest surviving pennywhistles date 
back to the 12th century, but there is a description of a similar instrument as far back as the King 
of Ireland's court in the 3rd century AD.  The penny whistle was named for its prevalence among 
the beggars and vagabonds on the streets of Dublin, Ireland in the 16th century, and has continued 
to be an integral part of Irish traditional music.  Although I can never remember my Irish 
ancestors getting out the pennywhistle at family gatherings, it is believed that the pennywhistle 
was brought to the Americas by the European immigration.  

     I liked the connection of the pennywhistle with my Irish heritage, and I liked the possibility of 
an even earlier connection with Irish history –back to the 3rd century AD - back to a pre-Christian, 
Celtic Ireland.  I have done some reading about the early Celts, and found much evidence of the 
Irish Celts’ deep connection with the natural world.  My early explorations into Irish Celtic 
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history have offered me glimpses at a tradition where people had not seen nature as a resource to 
be dominated, but rather envisioned humanity and the natural world as co-dependent equals. 
 

     The intentional practice of playing the Irish pennywhistle has provided me with another way 
to slow down and notice my connection with the natural world.  I try to always play outside or at 
least by an open window.  I have found that my pennywhistle playing allows me to come to a new 
place within myself that is different from just sitting in silence.  Although I think that silence is a 
vitally important practice for me, I am finding that music allows for a new avenue of non-verbal 
connection with the natural world that is not always accessible to me in silence.  Playing the Irish 
pennywhistle has become an additional personal practice to glimpse at the sacred.  I am pleased 
that I have incorporated another practice that gives me time to remember my place in the 
communion of subjects. 
 

     The next step in my journey with the pennywhistle will be bringing this practice forward with 
more children than just my own.  I see playing the Irish pennywhistle as yet another possible 
route for entering the mystery with children, and another way to reconnect with a language that 
some of us tend to forget, while others still need opportunities to learn, the Forgotten Language, 
as described so well by poet Shel Silverstein: 
 

Once I spoke the language of the flowers, 

Once I understood each word the caterpillar said, 

Once I smiled in secret at the gossip of the starlings, 

And shared a conversation with the housefly in my bed. 

Once I heard and answered all the questions of the crickets, 

And joined the crying of each falling dying flake of snow, 

Once I spoke the language of the flowers… 

How did it go? 

How did it go?3 

 

 
 
 
Lori Cahill has worked as a civil engineer, a high school teacher, and, most recently, a part-time 
water aerobics instructor.  She is currently an at-home mom of Len, aged 10, and Claire, aged 7, 
and volunteers as a docent at the Ackland Art Museum on the campus of UNC-Chapel Hill, a 
receptionist at the HomeStart Single Women’s Shelter, a Sunday School teacher of 4th and 5th 
graders, and an occasional earth guide at the Center. She is the proud life partner of Paul Keller 
whose love and support help to make this journey possible. 
 

                                                
3 Shel Silverstein, Where the Sidewalk Ends (New York: Harper Collins, 1974), p. 149. 
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A Path, A Bridge, and a Bench 
 

by 
 

Cely Chicurel 
 
 

 
For Presence 
 
Awaken to the mystery of being here and enter the quiet immensity of your own presence. 
 
Have joy and peace in the temple of your senses. 
Receive encouragement when new frontiers beckon. 
Respond to the call of your gift and the courage to follow its path. 
 
Take time to celebrate the quiet miracles that seek no attention. 
Be consoled in the secret symmetry of your soul. 
May you experience each day as a sacred gift woven around the heart of wonder. 
   
-John O’Donohue1 
 
 
 
 
     For two years, as part of the 2007-2009 Inner Life of the Child: Present and Practice, I have 
had the wonderful opportunity to join with other educators as we met to expand our capacity to 
connect with the natural world and to develop new ways to share these discoveries with the 
children we work with.  The first year was to be one of deepening our personal awareness of 
nature and the second was to develop a practice that would extend outward from us to touch 
others.   
 
     I feel I have partially met those expectations but it is hard to implement a practice and be 
disciplined in following a path that moves me away from old habits.  I have learned through this 
two-year process that I am not where I would like to be in following my daily practice or in 
teaching others to find their way.  In my ever-changing daily schedule there may not be a clear 
ending to this journey.  There may not be a time or place where I suddenly arrive and have it all 
together.  I have stepped onto an exciting path that is like a Labyrinth spiraling inward to its 
center.   This path will take me deeper within myself to a place of joy and rest where I can be 
refreshed by my encounters with creation and the Creator.  From that place of peace, I will be 
more likely to point the way for others to find their path, trusting in the process and not my ability 
to “have it all together.” 
 

                                                
1 John O’Donohue, To Bless the Space Between Us (New York, NY: Doubleday, 2008), p. 42. 
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     During the first year of our gathering, I was introduced to many writers who wrote of the 
importance of taking time to be fully present and aware of the beauties of the world.  Our 
Saturday retreats had solo times in the woods which were very rich and meaningful for me.   One 
Saturday I took a woodland trail around the lake.  Just being outside that day was a tonic of peace 
and happiness.  Moving into the cool shade felt like finding a lost world of unspoiled complexity.  
As the tree branches embraced me, my awareness opened up to take in all the details of beauty 
around me in this dark and shadowy world.  My ears registered sounds of unseen life.  My 
breathing slowed, my busy schedule evaporated for a time, and my senses quickened.  I was 
refreshed and felt fully alive.  I remembered that my work with children in the church grew out of 
my own rich childhood experience of wonder and awe.  The time we spent together at the Center 
did not lead me to a new discovery, but it did reopen my heart and mind to the wonder and love I 
felt as a child on those blissful days when I left my house and spent time outdoors.   
 
     As that first year progressed, I became more aware that my adult obsession with work and the 
tendency I have to over-schedule my days had taken away something precious that I wanted to 
recover.  I recognized and admitted to myself that my Sabbath days were almost nonexistent.  I 
was working in the church with children’s ministry and adult education teaching Bible principles, 
yet I was not practicing what I taught.  Moments of rest were rare because my job responsibilities 
kept me in constant motion.   Spending the morning gardening or just sitting in quiet prayer and 
meditation was my deep desire, but one I seldom took the time to fulfill.   Long walks in the 
woods, leisurely journaling, reflecting, or just spending my time outside daydreaming were 
simple joys I had somehow lost and left behind as I aged.    
 
     That first year at the Center for Education, Imagination, and the Natural World reminded me 
of all the joy I was missing in my busy and over-scheduled life.  I desperately wanted to establish 
a daily “quiet time” to start and end my day.  This time could be spent reading scripture, 
meditating, journaling, praying, or just opening my inner ears to the presence of my Creator.  
 
     I also wanted to spend more time outside with no agenda at all except to be open to the beauty 
that daily surrounded me.  The artistic touch of God was all around me and could be seen in the 
vastness of a star studded sky or the tiniest detail of a leaf or snail shell.  All creation bears the 
fingerprint of God so we can know the goodness of our Creator. 
 
     Paul wrote in his letter to the church at Rome a similar message. 
 

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to  them.  
Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature,  invisible though 
they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made.  So they are 
without excuse, for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks 
to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened.  
Romans 1:19-21 NRSV 

 
     A third, and somewhat harder, goal was to take an intentional day off each week.  I needed to 
create an empty space in my work week so I could be centered and find a balance of work and 
play.  In the book Lives Without Balance I read that “Balanced men and women lead balanced 
lives.”2  Though I loved my work I needed to pace myself.  So often I find that I measure myself 
by how exhausted I am at the end of the day and not by how peaceful and content I feel.  I am 
proud of my productivity but also recognize that I need to give myself more “white space,” where 
                                                
2 Steven Carter and Julia Sokol, Lives Without Balance (New York, NY: Villard Books, 1992), p. 
24. 
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my thinking can catch up with my tired body.  Finally, as an artist and Christian Educator, I 
desire to offer my creative gifts to the children and adults I teach in a way that would show them 
that the true source of our inspiration comes to us when we are outside the church building.  I 
want to be able to point the way for others to connect to God personally through art and nature as 
well as scripture and tradition. 
 
     As we worked together to develop a practice during our second year, I visualized the peaceful 
path I walked on in the woods and the bridge I crossed to find a bench waiting for me.   There in 
the woods I sat writing and reflecting for a time before returning to the Center.   These images 
would serve as my outline for a practice composed of three parts:   
  

1. PATH: A journey into the woods.   
I would try to set aside time each day to listen, feel, smell, and enjoy creation in silence.   

  
2. BRIDGE: Crossing the stream.   
I would find a way to build a bridge for others, especially the children I work with, to 
help connect them to the natural world.    

  
3. BENCH: Rest and Reflection.   
I would look back over the path and bridge experience and record it in writing, pictures, 
poetry, music, or art. 

 
     I wanted my “Path” practice to be profound.  Indeed there were a few moments when I felt I 
had touched the deep peace of God’s presence during the quiet, early morning hours, but  mostly 
I just got up, put on my clothes from the previous day, and went out for a walk with my dog.  We 
would circle my neighborhood block, sometimes walking, other times changing to a quick run.  
Some days I saw no one and other days I would stop and say hello to a neighbor.   While walking 
I suspended my expectations and left my daily agenda behind.  I walked for no other reason than 
to feel alive and aware of the gift of this new day.  I tried to walk with eyes open to the present 
moment, to the miracle of life all around me, and to the sacred gift of living each day fully 
present.    
 
     On cold or rainy days, when I felt less motivated to go outside, I would sit in silent meditation 
while trying to slow down my breathing.  I would let go of all distracting thoughts or plans I had 
for the day.  During mindful meditation I became aware of my body as a world to rediscover.  
Some mornings I would just stay in bed, look outside, and write whatever came to mind as part of 
a practice of awareness and discovery. 
 
     Another practice that I developed over these two years was using a daily devotional book 
called Grace for the Moment by Max Lucado.   It was nice to have a short reflection for both 
morning and nighttime.  I was not always faithful in this practice and would occasionally miss a 
few days of the readings.   When I caught up I felt more grounded and tuned in to what God 
would show me that day.  I prayed the Lord’s Prayer each day in the shower or immediately upon 
rising from bed as a mantra of awareness that all life is a gift given by my Creator.  I tried to 
order my will to the greater good of God’s kingdom.  I am only a part of this rich and beautiful 
world and must find a way to be engaged and employed in a way that is in harmony with all the 
life around me.  I recognize my daily needs are known and provided for by God.  I try to live each 
day with a thankful and forgiving heart.  In trying to keep to my practice, I even subscribed to a 
daily devotion that came to me online to be read while I sat working at the computer.  All of these 
intentional practices of “Path” at the start of my day grounded me and gave me the desire to pass 
the peace I felt on to others during the rest of my workday.   



 8 

 
     The “Bridge” is still an emerging practice for me as I work to develop a curriculum for the 
afterschool I will direct this fall.  I plan to incorporate a variety of interactive nature experiences 
into the children’s daily schedule.  Our first project will be to plant a garden in our new location.  
The children will design the space and prepare the soil as well as  decide what plants to put in the 
garden.  I have purchased a compost bin from the town and all our food scraps will be recycled 
and used to enrich the garden soil.    
 
     Our new afterschool has rain barrels at each gutter downspout and we will use that trapped 
water for our irrigation.  I hope to have the “kid’s garden” be so inviting that both our children 
and their parents will want to spend time outside enjoying it.  We will make cement stepping 
stones to use as a path and colorful art work to add a whimsical touch.  Already the children have 
explored the backyard of the house and watched which area received the most sunlight.  With the 
new location comes a two-acre woods that we will begin to explore this fall, identifying trees and 
learning about the complexity of life that inhabits a wooded area.  I hope to interest the children 
in nature drawings and will encourage them to observe carefully all that is around them.  
 
     This summer I will be teaching two weeks of art camp entitled “Caring for Creation.”  The 
campers will use recycled materials to make most of their art projects and we will reflect each 
day on the three R’s: Recycle, Reuse, and Renew.  We will make clay suns, junk robots, and 
paper from pulp, pet rocks, and transform plastic and metal trash into new treasures.  If the 
blueberries are ripe, we will make natural dye and pick our snack from our backyard garden.  
Two of my afternoon classes involve teaching children to paint and do charcoal nature sketches. 
 
     My “Bench”, the time of rest and reflection, has been difficult to separate from the practice of 
“Path.”  As winter turned to spring and spring invited me into my vegetable garden, I choose to 
spend more and more time on my knees with my hands pulling up weeds, cutting back the 
blackberry canes, or cultivating the raised beds.  I discovered that my garden had pulled me into 
taking a “day off” to plant and maintain it.  One day as I was working, or rather playing, in the 
dirt I started singing: 
 

This is my Father’s world, and to my listening ears all nature sings, and round me rings 
the music of the spheres.  

 This is my Father’s world: I rest me in the thought of rocks and trees, of sky’s and 
 seas; his hands the wonders wrought.3 
 
     I laughed out loud as I realized how happy I was at that moment.  Forgotten were the deadlines 
of my workweek.  All that had my attention was the soil I was standing on.  Later that night I 
reflected that my day had been joyful and well spent.  I did feel more centered and alive after a 
day in the garden.   I was refreshed and not worn out. 
 
     Looking at my practice honestly, I recognize that I have not reached the totally peaceful center 
I first imagined as my goal.  However I have certainly achieved a better balance in my life.  When 
I worry about the work I have to do and miss my practice and do not approach life with full 
attention, I feel off balance and rushed all day.  I recognize that I have strayed from the right path.   
 
 
 
                                                
3 Maltbie D. Babcock, This is My Father’s World, 1901, The United Methodist Hymn Book, 
(Nashville, Tenn: Abingdon Press, 1989) p. 144. 
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“Hanging onto things of the past or anxiously anticipating the future only leads to less 
peacefulness.  The energy of life’s road springs forth in what happens on the way.  This is 
where our life lessons lie, not in what we leave behind nor in what we have yet to attain.  
The Now provides what I need to respond to God and to  life wholeheartedly.”4 

 
     Just as one tree does not make a forest or one stone a path or bridge, I found that one part of 
my practice became entangled and connected with another until it was hard to separate them.  
Only when taken all together can my practice become a better way of life.  Each time I started my 
day with a walk outside or a time of mindful meditation, the centering process was at work.  As I 
regained balance in my life, I was more equipped to connect others to the goodness found within 
each of us and the beauty found in the natural world.   I have learned that before I move ahead I 
need to be led back to my own center.   
 
     Today I feel a rekindling of my childhood desire to enjoy the wonders each day holds.  The 
children I work with don’t need my help to connect to nature.  They will do that on their own 
without me.  What they may need is a gentle push out the door and a program that builds in time 
to play.  That is really all that I needed at this time in my life.  Wendell Berry, one of my favorite 
writers, states that “To treat life as less than a miracle is to give up on it”5   
 
     There are days when joy runs deep and gratitude fills my heart, when life pulses strong around 
me, and each moment is recognized as a gift.  There are times when the wonder of the world gets 
into my soul. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Cely Chicurel is a native of Chapel Hill, North Carolina.  Her formal education includes art and 
design at Virginia Commonwealth University and the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill.  Cely holds a Bachelor of Science degree from East Tennessee State University with a major 
in pottery and weaving.  She has done further study at Penland and Arrowmont School of Arts 
and Crafts.  Cely was a production potter for 30+ years and sold her whimsical clay figures at 
craft shows and in galleries across the state.  As a YMCA and Christian Service camp director, 
Cely has had many years of experience teaching nature crafts.  She has held her own Summer 
Arts Day Camp for over 20 years at her home, creating a large following of students and parents.  
In 2001 Cely received her Masters of Church Ministry from Duke Divinity School and has added 
spiritual retreats to her list of offerings.  She served for 7 years as Director of Children and Adult 
Ministry at Orange United Methodist Church.  Today Cely continues to teach pottery to children 
and adults, directs an Afterschool program at Trinity School in Durham, NC, and with her 
husband Bill runs an art centered Afterschool in her studio. 
  
 
                                                
4 Joyce Rupp, Walk in a Relaxed Manner, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005), p. 86, 87. 
5 Wendell Berry, Life is a Miracle, (Washington, DC: Counterpoint, 2000), p. 10. 
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My Year in Practice 
 

by 
 

Cathy Simon Cord 
 
 

 
       I began my year in practice with the promise to myself to share silence with the children in 
my classroom.  This concept of silence does not come naturally to me, but from my time in North 
Carolina, I had a new appreciation for all the things that silence offers, not only for me but also 
for the children in my care.   In the past, it always felt forced to me, and that was true in the 
beginning of my attempts at daily silence.  I wove it into the fabric of our day, first in small 
increments of not more than a minute, but it grew.   I added five deep breaths and showed the 
children the idea of blowing up a balloon and allowing the air to escape slowly.  It was fun and 
funny at times, and they hardly ever close their eyes, but it doesn’t matter.  We do it, faithfully 
every day, and they often ask for it if the day is too hectic and we are rushed.  Recently I added 
stretching to our ritual.  We stretch before we “make silence”.   

 
       One of the things that naturally grew from this practice occurred when my assistant teacher’s 
husband became ill in December and she was unable to return to our classroom.  The children 
decided that their “good wishes” were being sent out into the world, and now those wishes would 
be for Cynthia’s husband.  Then it was January, and the new president was taking the oath of 
office right about the time we make our daily silence.  We had talked a lot about how he would 
swear on a Bible to be the best president he could be, and if you know preschoolers, integrity is 
everything.  One of my older 4-year-old boys decided on that day that now our good wishes 
needed to be sent to Barack Obama, Joe Biden (we are from Delaware) and Cynthia.  It was a 
genuine act of kindness and they believed that their good thoughts could change the world.  
  
       In addition to silence, I wanted to add an element of peace to our class.  I have a lovely 
outdoor area behind my classroom, and I wanted a labyrinth for the children to walk.  Cynthia, 
who I have worked with for years, is not someone to say things to and not expect results, and she 
got to work planning our outdoor labyrinth.  It was finished just as the cold weather hit, and the 
children have not used it all that often.  Now it is in bloom from our fall plantings, a beautiful 
unused part of our backyard area.  My next hurtle to tackle will be figuring out a way to 
incorporate the labyrinth into my daily routine of silence.  I have visions of children walking the 
path both respectfully and with intent, I just haven’t thought of how to make that happen, yet.  

 
       One of the first things we did with our labyrinth was to use the area to bury our beloved ten-
year-old fish, Wendell.  We viewed Wendell and then solemnly talked about how we would be 
placing Wendell into the ground so he could nourish the earth.  The children walked so slowly out 
to our new area and we dug a hole in the center and placed Wendell gently to rest.  One day, as I 
was returning from lunch, the children were already at play outdoors.  I noticed that two or three 
of them had moved the special stone covering Wendell’s grave.  At first I was surprised and a bit 
alarmed, but then I asked them what they were doing.  One of them informed me that they were 
looking for Wendell but he seemed to be gone and they were worried about his disappearance.  It 
was a lesson for me, to always be aware of how young they are and how much we need to be 
present for them as they explore their understanding of complex subjects like death.  
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       One personal thing that grew out of my year of practice was my confidence at deciding that I 
could present at a national conference.  This was not something I had ever done, but for some 
reason, I felt that the time was right for me.  I give my experiences in North Carolina credit for 
freeing me of the fear of failing, as well as my strong belief in what I would present.   Although I 
was still nervous, (read mess) I managed to present twice at the American Montessori Convention 
in New Orleans this year.  Luckily for me, the conference theme was Peace and Social Justice.  I 
knew just what I wanted to say.   I not only spoke about my time in North Carolina but also about 
my own experiences with wording all interactions in my classroom as peaceful.   It wasn’t 
groundbreaking information but it was well received and came directly from my heart.   I think 
the one true catalyst in this scenario was my time spent in North Carolina.  This experience has 
given me a stronger sense of self, of who I would like to be as I continue on this journey, and it 
opened my eyes to a spiritual side of me I had long ignored.   
 
       My year in practice will continue and evolve.  I am not finished.  There is more to be 
accomplished, much more.   But like any journey it had to start with a small step, and I have 
taken that.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cathy Simon Cord has been a certified Montessori teacher of three to six-year-old children 
since 1990.  She first came to the Wilmington, Maryland, Montessori School as a parent in 
1983 and has worked there for the past twenty-four years, except for an interlude in 
Goteburg, Sweden from 2004-2006, where Cathy taught in an international school 4-year-old 
class.  Married for thirty-one years, Cathy has three wonderful children of her own. 
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Peace Like a River 
 

by 
 

Corie Davis 
 
 

 
When peace like a river, attendeth my way, 
When sorrows like sea billows roll; 
Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say, 
It is well, it is well, with my soul. 
 

     ~ It Is Well With My Soul, Horatio Spafford – 1873 
 
 
 
 
       Life is an ever changing transcendence and the months that have passed since we last 
gathered at Timberlake have been no exception. 
 
       After just having re-read my dedicated intention, my mind was eased to find that perhaps my 
quest in this “intention” has not been as fully a failure as I first thought.  I have become much 
better at finding peace in my days by not seeing each one as a series of crises that must be 
overcome.  I have maintained the practice of daily meditation and I have learned to just “be.”  By 
knowing and trusting in a spirit guide that will illuminate my path and by listening and heeding 
the call of a gentle inner voice, I have come to better ally myself with the natural order and course 
of life. 
 
       My practice, being a fluid one, has followed its natural arc in a continued effort to heal my 
spirit and my family. 
 
       I originally felt some guilt about not working harder at making a more substantive experience 
of the year past – but doing so would have required me to ignore many of the lessons that I have 
learned along my journey toward healing and acceptance. 
 
       In the fall I made contact with the local nature center through their education coordinator.  
That individual never responded to my inquiries – I found that frustrating (not a good place for 
me to go, as I have yet to fully know how best to respond to frustration).  Eventually I contacted 
the director of the facility with my desire to quietly observe their children’s programming in an 
effort to capture the moments of wonder that I might see there.  She responded with enthusiasm 
and I began attending their weekly sessions for four-year-olds.  I was somewhat disappointed to 
find that they were spending the better part of their hour and a half in an indoor classroom setting 
rather than outside in this remarkable urban preserve.  Additionally, they were without a 
volunteer assistant and so rather than being able to focus on my quiet observation of the children, 
I felt obliged (another of my demons) to pitch in and I became that assistant. 
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       I enjoyed my six weeks with the group as I always do in the presence of young children, 
however the experience did not serve my intentions well and for the time being that was okay.  I 
looked forward to another attempt with their winter sessions.  In January I again made contact 
with the education coordinator to ask that I be allowed to meet with her staff and share my 
intention.  Again she did not respond.  At first I felt defeated but then recognized that, as with all 
things, there must be a reason that this is not happening as I envisioned it and that I need to heed 
those signals, laying aside the burning desire to control it and make it “right.”  There would have 
been no peace in that and certainly no harmony.  And so I have remained patient.  With an ever 
present consciousness of my intentions, I will find ways to manifest them on an “as the 
opportunity arises” basis. 
 
       It so happens that through a series of events, I have recently re-connected with a woman that 
I knew casually in college.  She is the sister–in-law of my husband’s closest friend.  Her life path 
experiences of late have helped me to keep my own in perspective.  As a tragic and circuitous 
result of these experiences she has come to be the sole owner of a piece of property in 
Southeastern Ohio that is as close to God as I have ever had the privilege to know intimately.  I 
have a history in that region of the country that has always called to me and I am trying to pay 
close attention to the circumstances that have drawn me back there. 
 
       Connie is herself struggling to find what her next best steps should be.  She has been on an 
extended leave from her work as a nurse in a setting that she refers to as “toxic.”  While she has 
recently made the decision to return to her job after many hard and deeply reflective months 
away, she is also pursuing methods of honoring her land as a steward and in a way that might 
benefit others in a therapeutic and healing way.  I feel honored to be in her life at this time as she 
seeks to find unity with the natural world and peace in her heart.  I will continue to keep her 
presence in my life and follow the course of its current, remaining open to whatever it means for 
me as I move through this next transition in the lives of myself and my family.1   
 
       If it is meant to be, I may just find myself back in that place that I love, working in 
communion with the natural world while helping others to re-connect with it on their journeys to 
find peace and meaning in a world fraught with pain and suffering over which we have no real 
hold. 
 

Lay it down here. 
Let it become one with the ways of the world. 
Turn it over to the course of the passage of days. 
Let it follow the flow as you drop into the care of the river’s gentle waters, knowing that 
it will well up again in a spring, fresh and new. 

 
       Where does the pain go if not back into the charge of whence it came – the current of energy 
that is in constant flux around us? 
 

We cannot see it.  Therein lays the faith. 
We cannot control it but we can allow it in so that it may alter our course in a manner that 
we should heed. 
 

 
                                                
1 In November my husband lost the job that brought us to Cleveland 2 ½ years ago.  He has been 
unable to secure employment since.  As a result we are now planning to move back to our home 
in Wisconsin. 
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       I do not know yet what any of these events mean for me or my future but I am certainly 
going to remain open to them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Corie Davis is an early childhood care and education professional, currently living in Cleveland, 
Ohio.  She has worked in both rural and urban settings in direct services, professional 
development, family support programming and quality improvement initiatives.  She has a love 
of art and the natural world which she would one day like to fully integrate into her work with 
young children and their families. 
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“…something of the meaning you have experienced…” 
 

by 
 

Kathleen Vernell Davis 
 

 
 

If a child is to keep his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least 
one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement, and mystery of the 
world we live in. 1     
   ~  Rachel Carson 
 
 
 

 
     In this writing, I want first to stay intimate; to recognize that whatever action I have taken or 
will take has its seed in my own inner spirit.  It is this that I now know is the most important thing 
I must know and recognize in order to participate in the shift Thomas Berry tells us is so 
necessary.  And so, I hope to relay in this short report, my journey and my path going forward.  It 
seems the only way to stay centered for the inner life journey and way forward.  And so, I will 
first relate the place I found myself in at the start of our cohort years. 
 
 
Where I Was Before 
 
 
     I must first pay homage to my parents for giving me the opportunity to play, get dirty and be 
engrossed in the greatness of the outdoors that is conveyed in the smallest parcels of land where 
youngest children play, for taking us camping, and for always sharing the awe and wonder.  The 
only thing close to poetry I have ever written was for the memorials of each of my parents and 
both contained images of the natural world.   It is a direct link from them to the current state of 
my practice.  They were, for me, the adults Rachel Carson spoke of in the above quote. And it is 
from their example that I have come to see what is my primary way to influence my small piece 
of the world.  
 
     To take the heritage path one step further, it is also from my parents that I have the love of 
reading.  And it is only reading that compares at all with my time in the outdoors for connection 
to a great spirit and inspiration for me.  It has led and will continue to lead me in my path and 
practice.  Whenever I read Whitman’s “I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work 
of the stars,”2 I am moved to tears.  When I read Annie Dillard on clouds, on an eclipse, on seeing 
in flame trees, I am caught in my heart and know my oneness. 
 

                                                
1 Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder (New York:  Harper Collins, 1998),  p. 56. 
2 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 53. 
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The Inner Life Program 
 
     It grabbed us at our core, the possibility of spending two years considering the inner life of the 
child in nature.  We were born to it, lived it, held it, my sister and I.   It started with a wonderful 
recognition that this work, the work of the Center, is the work of my truest self.  In my 
application, I promised that I would carry the work forward.  I was completely confident of that 
as truth.  And I am confident of it now, even though I am not sure of all the forms it might take.  
 
 
In the First Year 
 

There was growing a deeper place in me. 
 

       –my own notes during the first year 
 
     Two great messages came forth for me in my first months of the first year.  I have long 
questioned our civilization’s dependence on a religious creation story that limits us to an earth-
bound stewardship mythology, a dominion story.  And then I encountered Thomas Berry.  
Reading his work that so inspired the Center’s work and then, in smaller bits, my own, confirmed 
my belief in the failure of such a limiting story and opened me to a connection to something so 
much larger in the universe story.  
 
     Reading Richard Louv’s warnings, in Last Child in the Woods3, of the dire consequences of a 
childhood spent without adequate connection to the outdoors and of a childhood in which 
children are turned against the natural world by warning them too early of the dire consequences 
of human behavior before they have a chance to encounter and connect to the natural world 
firsthand, confirmed my notion that we do not need to give children so much information early in 
their lives.  We need to let them be enriched by their encounters and make their own connections.  
Later is soon enough to take on the burdens of the world. 
 
     Journaling and reading and sharing with my fellows during the first year in the Inner Life 
program brought to me the greatest lesson of this journey.  I never before believed, no matter how 
many strong spiritual movements and individuals have said it is so, that a contemplative life could 
possibly influence the world enough to actually change it.  
 
     It was impressive to me that paying attention to the earth and sky intentionally and 
subconsciously at the same time brought me so many new insights and experiences.  For the first 
time in my life, I felt as though I truly transcended to a new awareness, almost became plant, 
animal, rock, alive to a moment as the only reality.  I wish I could say I somehow captured these 
few moments or figured out how to find them at will, but they were like flashes…and yet very 
real. 
. 

Unfortunately, nature is very much a now-you-see-it, now-you-don’t affair.  A fish 
flashes, then dissolves in the water before my eyes like so much salt.  Deer apparently 
ascend bodily into heaven; the brightest oriole fades into leaves.  These disappearances 
stun me into stillness and concentration; …they say of vision that it is a deliberate gift...4 

~ Annie Dillard 

                                                
3 Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods, (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2005). 
4 Annie Dillard,  Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, (Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), p. 18. 
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It was sunny one evening last summer at Tinker Creek; the sun was low in the sky, 
upstream.  I was sitting on the sycamore log bridge with the sunset at my back, watching 
the shiners the size of minnows who were feeding over the muddy sand in skitter schools.   
Again and again, one fish then another, turned for a split second across the current and 
flash! The sun shot out from its silver side.  I couldn’t watch for it.  It was always just 
happening somewhere else, and it drew my vision just as it disappeared: flash, like a 
sudden dazzle of the thinnest blade, a sparking over a dun and olive ground at chance 
intervals from every direction.  Then I noticed white specks, some sort of pale petals, 
small, floating from under my feet on the creek’s surface, very slow and steady.  So I 
blurred my eyes and gazed towards the brim of hat and saw a new world.  I saw the pale 
white circles roll up, roll up, like the world’s turning, mute and perfect, and I saw the 
linear flashes, gleaming silver, like stars being born at random down a rolling scroll of 
time.  Something broke and something opened.  I filled up like a wineskin.  I breathed an 
air like light; I saw a light like water.  I was the lip of a fountain the creek filled forever; I 
was ether, the leaf in the zephyr; I was flesh-flake, feather, bone. 5   

                                         ~ Annie Dillard 
 

 
     So, I found out that a balance may be the best thing of all; focus on individual spirit and 
connection and on making a difference in the larger world.  One can lead to the other and back 
again. 
 
     A most enduring image from the assignments the first year was one of the child I wrote about 
in his place on the playground: 
 
 

Caleb is five.  I have a photo of him sitting and staring off into space.  He is a thinking 
child with many ideas to share.  He is excitable, inhaling sharply when talking a million 
miles an hour.  When he gets with Abram, he gets in trouble, using long handled shovels 
as various sorts of weaponry, beating things, racing and tumbling.  But, when he gets 
under the tree, he settles a little.  If alone, he seems to settle completely, staring.  One day 
recently, I called to him several times as he sat in a large box half filled with dirt near the 
hole.  He did not respond, seeming to take a break from all to stare, take in the bottom 
fringe of new leaves on the tree or the corner of blue above the playhouse or 3-year-olds 
squatting in the sand, hatching a plan.  But where his thoughts lay at that moment was 
anybody’s guess.    ~ April, 2008 Assignment  

 
 
 The Second Year 
 
     A year ago, when we wrote our intentions for practice, I was full of plans to weave 
contemplation, inspiration, knowledge and events into a practice.    I was interested in how the 
young developing human might come to discover the world as a communion of subjects and how 
we achieve the intimacy with the universe that helps to make us all whole.  Since then, I have 
been more confused than enlightened when I have allowed myself to think of this second year as  
a task to be completed.  It is finally recently in the work of summarizing this experience and 
                                                
5 Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek , (Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), p. 34. 
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circling back through the beginning and the first year that I am now better able to see the change I 
have experienced and have a sense of the way forward. 
   
     I did make some attempt to look at child development literature to think about how children 
might first begin to appreciate their connection to the world.  No, I did not find the development 
of awe and wonder listed on any developmental checklist.  The lesson I take from this short-lived 
attempt is that the development of awe and wonder must be the same as all the other things we 
know about child development.  That is, young children (before the age of 8 or 9) take in the 
world through all of their senses.  They perceive all from their experience in interaction, 
interaction with all the materials of life and all of the creatures and especially the special humans 
in their lives.  When they are 8 or 9, they begin to be able to think a little about what they think, 
notice more what is outside of them.  And not until early adolescence, perhaps, do they begin to 
really look around and say things like “what a beautiful sunset”.    Before that, it is really that 
they feel the “wow”.  So, like everything else, it is up to the adults in young children’s lives to 
give them all the opportunities we can to experience the wow, the wow of the mud, the wow of 
wind, the wow of the fragrance of the flowers and the wet earth of spring, the wow of the taste of 
a tomato fresh-picked, warm from the sun, and the wow of the love and excitement in the faces of 
adults who share the world with them. 
 
 

I wonder if awe is more a sensory experience than an intellectual one — does it count if 
it is only experienced (and not translated through cognitive processing?)  How much do 
we as adults reflect on those things that inspire awe?  Or is it mostly sensory for us as 
well — hence, awestruck!     

 ~from my journal 7/29/08 
 

. . . From wonder in wonder 
Existence opens. 6                             
    ~ Lao-tsu  
 

 
I recently found reference to the work of Joseph Chilton Pearce in work by Diane Gordon and 
Joann Lundgren who weave together Pearce’s model of human maturation and children’s 
experience in the natural world. 
   
     I have acted.  I have explored many resources and participated in several workshops and 
conferences related to children and the natural world with local luminaries in the field.  They 
were wonderful.  I have found some wonderful resources, especially “Greenhour” from the 
National Wildlife Federation and Richard Louv’s “Child and Nature Network.”  I like knowledge.  
It feeds my inspiration and awe and I was glad to find the following quote to confirm my belief 
that one does not automatically discount the other. 
 
   

…knowledge does not vanquish mystery or obscure its distant lights…7 
~ Annie Dillard 
 
 

 
                                                
6 Lao-tsu quoted in Richard Lewis, Living by Wonder (New York: Parabola, 1998), p. 141. 
7 Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, (Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), p. 244. 
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     I worked together with co-workers and parents to create a new garden space on our 
playground.  We planted some decorative cabbages to keep some color through the winter and 
children enjoyed it throughout the colder months by hopping on the stepping stones and sitting 
together on the tree stumps set in the very center at the cross of the small paths.  Things are 
beginning to sprout and we look forward to growing it more now that spring is on the way.   The 
wisdom I gained in that work was that of sitting back and letting others lead, being a listener.  I 
was completely wowed by the result - a wonderful new space for exploration emerged from a 
chunk of grass and there was satisfaction in both the adults and children. 
 
     My awareness shifts led me to some small actions, the best of which have been those that 
inspire me, make me filled with excitement and wonder and then transform me into the vessel, the 
adult in children’s lives that Rachel Carson speaks of.  Most of the actions could be described as 
presenting opportunities.  These have been both spontaneous, spur of the moment, responses to 
both adult’s and children’s requests and inquiries, and planned, as with placing a bluebird house 
in the garden yard by the playground.  Since a few months before beginning the Inner Life of the 
Child in Nature program when I began reading Richard Louv’s book, I have made a shift in the 
way I think about the role I play in young children’s lives.  Before, being comfortable with the 
outdoor world of children, I happily advocated for taking in the accidental babies of a center 
child’s family pet rabbit, or helped children to find worms and eagerly found temporary homes 
for all manner of bugs, toads or snakes.  It was adjunct to my regular day, and was not intentional 
beyond my own enjoyment and that of the kids (and some, but not all of the adults).   Since the 
program began for me I have been moved and inspired by my own and the work of those far more 
sophisticated than myself in their eloquence and depth of intentional experience.  These have 
inspired new thinking and confirmed earlier connections.  I take advantage more and more of 
opportunities to share my knowledge, resources and inspirations with both adults and children.  
So, my practices in the second year have been a reflection of a settling and integrating time, an 
awareness grown and shared more frequently — less about grand schemes and more about subtle, 
but real shifts. 
 
     I have reflected more or maybe only noticed my delight at the wonderings, reflections of the 
inner life of young children.  They are contained in what I might call wonder, excitement, even 
inquiry though less of the intellectual sort we often apply to that word but more of the sort that 
practically defines the early life of not just sentient beings but of all life — the sensation of life! 
I see how I need to step aside some from my desire to inform and to do something concrete.  
But… it does involve some “ doing” — you can’t check out the bluebird nest and watch the 
babies grow unless you put up and maintain the house.  It is indeed the shift of my awareness that 
has led me to do more to expand the opportunities for sharing with the kids.  Maybe it is about 
following my own inner delight and excitement that makes the “doing” right — if it comes from 
that place in me, if it grows from the seeds in my heart, then perhaps that is what should lead me. 
 
Some random things and stories reflecting “What Has Been Accomplished”: 
 
 

Diane is creating a Dandelion garden with the toddlers 
 

 
Anna is showing her mother the flowers in her pocket 
 

 
Ben is telling his mom he so happy to be in a nature club 
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Gabe forever looks for worms 
 

 
Aiden and Tristan ask to feed the bunnies everyday 
 

 
Emily digs for worms with toddlers.  She continues this instead of taking her morning 
break time.  She wants to be involved in any of the nature work I want to do with the 
kids. 
 

 
Omar asks about baby birds every day for a year.  His speech is limited by an unusual 
disability, but excitement, delight and motivation allowed him “baby birds”.  It’s a great 
way to start a conversation. 
 

 
Abigail gave me a picture of myself holding a nest of baby birds 
 

 
Raising bluebirds together 
 

  
Feeding rabbits the lettuce and parsley we grew ourselves 
 

 
Bani’ci, Latesha and Laurinda’s class grew some handsome bean plants.  Children in 
their class dug holes with big shovels and planted them in the children’s garden.  
 

   
Today, Callie’s mom called to ask me for a favor.  She told me that Callie’s bunny had 
died the afternoon before and in trying to include Callie in what they should do (thinking 
where to bury her, etc.) she broke down crying.  She told her mom “I don’t know what to 
do-- I just need to talk to Kathy.  She knows all about how to take care of animals.  I want 
to talk to her.”  It turns out that Callie was having a very hard time thinking about 
burying her bunny under the ground — it was freaking her out a bit, so she wanted to 
bring the bunny to school or keep it in the garage.  After a sincere and earnest talk, Callie 
decided to bury her bunny in her yard.  She drew a picture on a rock and put it next to the 
grave.  She was going to re-do it in paint because she figured the chalk would come off in 
the rain.  That Callie wanted to talk with me and that her mother trusted me to help her 4-
year-old work through a great mystery was a wonderful gift. 

 
 

Anna, who is two and does not have many words yet, is my friend.  She always yells my 
name when she sees me.  On Tuesday, I had three friends outside the playground fence 
helping me dig up some dandelions to bring in the classroom for “study”.  Anna saw me 
and called my name but it was windy and I was engrossed with the other children, so I 
didn’t hear her. One of her teachers called me so I could say “hi” to her. By the time I 
saw her she was standing by the fence and crying.  She is a sensitive little one.  I found a 
dandelion and gave it to her through the fence, which did make her smile.  The best part 
of this story is that today her teacher told me that when her mom came to pick her up 
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yesterday afternoon, Anna started yelling my name — “Kathy, Kathy, Kathy.”  Her 
teacher could not at first figure out why, since I was nowhere around.  Then she started 
pulling flowers out of her pocket, apparently the one I gave her and others she had then 
picked up from the ground.  She was excited to tell her mom and show her prizes and 
since “flower” is not yet in her vocabulary, my name came out as a way to start to tell her 
mom about her flowers.  What, I ask, could be a better compliment than that?! 

 
Olivia, a very sophisticated just-turned-four-year-old whose parents are both naturalist-
related professionals, told me before I could mention it to her that dandelion meant “dent 
de lion”, tooth of the lion.  We looked up the dandelion site on the computer and looked 
at leaf and the flower parts.  She didn’t know that you could use the flower head to color 
on your paper, so even though it was past time for me to go home, we tried it out before I 
left.  Others came along to watch — the comments: “amazing”, “that’s cool”.  Of course, 
everyone got a chance to try it out.  I saved the piece of paper for her to show mommy at 
the end of the day. 
 

 
     These things confirm my tentative hopes that my soul, showing love and enthusiasm, might 
really be the only thing I need to make a mark on the future of the world.  I can be a stone tossed 
in a pond.  The ripples may go out from there.  
  
“I care to live only to entice people to look at nature’s loveliness.  My own special self is nothing. 
(I want to be) like a flake of glass through which light passes.”8 
         ~ John Muir 
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kathy Davis is a speech and language therapist who has spent her 30 year career in the field of 
early intervention and preschool for children with special needs and their families.  Her inner 
spirit, since childhood, has been fed and inspired by her connection to and fascination with the 
natural world.  Currently, work in an inclusive toddler and preschool environment allows her 
several hours a week in the outdoor play yard with many children.  Her love of all the critters of 
the yard and her natural inclination to share that with all of the children of the center, led her to be 
the primary bird, bug, snake, turtle and toad “expert”.  A year of providing administrative support 
for playground maintenance inspired even more gardening, bug watching and birding caring 
activities.  The Inner Child and the Natural World program seemed an especially important life 
step for her to bring together her passions and her daily work.  Her hope is to inspire and support 
in others (children and their parents) the wonder and awe of the natural world and especially to 
orient our education of young children to the authentic firsthand experience of the world. 
 
                                                
8 Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son to the Wilderness: A Life of John Muir (Alfred A. Knopf. 1945). 
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My Inward Journey 

by 

Carol Ford 

  

 

My Original Intention 

    As I look back over my original intention on my journey with The Inner Life of the Child in 
Nature: Presence and Practice offered by the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural 
World, I am amazed at its clarity. 

My intention is to journey inward and align my spirit with the healing spirit of nature by 
communing with plants and animals.  My circle of attention will be to notice shifts in my 
spiritual consciousness and awareness. My practice will include research about 
spirituality and nature (books and retreats), quiet nurturing walks in the forest, visiting a 
special sit spot, daily journaling and prayer. I will share my practice with others in a 
written reflection of the spiritual shifts in my journey.  

The Beginning 

     In the beginning, I started my practice in my teacher mode — objectives and outcomes.  I am a 
retired teacher of 35 years.  I had plenty of practice writing lesson plans.  I initially thought this 
practice would be a piece of cake..  I was a successful teacher and I felt confident that I could do 
this project.  Oh, how wrong I was!!  It turned out to be one of the hardest projects I have ever 
endeavored to do. 

     Early in my practice, I tried to sit at a sit spot behind my house.  This lasted about two months. 
I also tried keeping a journal.  I was too restless so I finally gave up.  Due to my restlessness, I 
thought my original intention not good enough for a practice.  I kept trying to change it — 
perhaps growing a neighborhood garden.  As I reflect on this whole process, I am amazed that I 
did many of the things that I started out to do.  

The Places That Chose Me 

     However, as time would show over and over again, I felt passion only to walk my beagle, 
Tucker, in the woods.  I only wanted to walk and walk, like I was searching for something.  And 
so I walked.  I was so restless.  The idea in Landscapes of the Soul: A Spirituality of Place by 
Robert M. Hamma is that “a place chooses you.”1  The places that chose me were a race tract, a 
historical home and a church.   

 

                                                
1 Robert M. Hamma, Landscapes of the Soul:  A Spirituality of Place (Notre Dame, IN:  Ave 
Maria Press, 1999). 
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     At the race tract and historical home, I encountered a “communion of subjects” by being silent 
and observant.  This Spring it has been Tiger Lilies and Spring Beauties everywhere.  The smell 
of the dripping forest after a rain, musty and tropical and the soggy trails that Tucker bolted 
through without a worry, all added to the peace that I felt while walking.  This entry reflected my 
thoughts perfectly. 

It has taken a long time for my transformation.  Today I took my birthday walk.  The 
forest near my home is breathtaking.  The leaves brightly colored fell like blessings on my 
head.  The path was thickly covered, almost hidden. Tucker and I made our way slowly 
and purposefully.  This was a glorious morning — just at the break of day.  The rain 
came and bounced like hail off of my raincoat.  I so enjoyed the feeling of being wrapped 
in rain and falling leaves.  To leave was painful.  11/8/08 

     Nature was ever present in these daily walks.  From the black bear paw print in mud on a walk 
in northern Virginia, to daily watching a beaver slowly girding a tree along the Eno River, to the 
black snake that I almost stepped on, to the baby fawn crossing the trail in late evening, and owls 
hooting.  It was this “communion of subjects” that brought peace and joy.  I found my places 
became like Robert Hamma’s description: 

A sacred place is a place that brings us into contact with transcendent values, with 
powers beyond our control.  It may be a place of death or birth, a place of discovery or 
despair.  The Celtic tradition calls these ‘thin places’-places where the gulf between God 
and us is narrowed.  In these thin places we begin to see the hidden presence of God 
more clearly.2  

I feel the presence of God when I walk my trails.  The distance between us is easy to reach.  

Psychic Shifts 

     My first psychic shift came when I noticed my willingness and deep need on my part to seek 
daily walks in the forest.  If I let life get in the way, I always paid a price.  My restlessness and 
discontent would rapidly appear, as seen in this journal entry. 

Today I finally go back to my walking after a two-week lapse.  It seems like I forget that 
my spirit needs these daily communications with nature.  The reason I forget is that I let 
life get in the way.  I became busy with painting two bedrooms and having laminate 
flooring placed in each.  I work late each night and I am so tired that I do not want to 
cook so I start eating out.  Then, my blood pressure jumps up and my body started 
retaining fluids.  I am a wreck! 

Finally, I make the time to go to my favorite walking place — Hillsborough’s Historic 
Race Track.  It is right after a rain with its misty, refreshing quality.  I breathe deeply 
and ask again for the healing spirit of nature to comfort me.  I walk the crooked trails 
with Tucker and discover a whole meadow of Spring Beauties right beside the Eno River.  
It feels magical.  I stop and rest and remember what is right about my world.  The more I 
walk the more serene I feel.  Life is too short to always be in a state of agitation and 
unrest.  It is my responsibility to take care of myself.  As I leave the forest, I promise to 
come again soon. 4/2/09. 

                                                
2 Ibid, p. 38. 
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     The second psychic shift came when I noticed a deep desire of my spirit to connect with a 
church family that I left about 10 years ago.  I wanted fellowship and communion with other 
believers.  I wanted to belong to a community of believers. 

Finding a place where we are known, accepted, and loved is an essential part of spiritual 
growth.3  

     I was not expecting this psychic shift.  When I became angry and depressed, I thought I would 
never attend this church or any church again.  This past Fall I was truly surprised when a friend 
mentioned to me about Sunday school.   It had many of the people that I had been close to when I 
was an active member.  More surprise came when I realized that I wanted to attend.  I had missed 
this community.  It was a place where I had been known, accepted and loved.  When I mentioned 
prayer in my intention, little did I know that I would be worshiping and praying with fellow 
believers a year later.  It feels like a miracle. 

     The third and final psychic shift that I have noticed since I started this inward journey is my 
desire to stop watching television.  I completely gave it up and gave away my rabbit ears.  Also, I 
am giving up my daily newspaper.  I would be better served reading my health and organic 
gardening magazines.  The world’s anger becomes my anger.  I need to fill my spirit with hope 
and peace. 

     In conclusion, this journey has been worth the time and energy.  I am more centered and 
grounded in what really matters to my spirit.  The journey is not over.   I will continue on my 
spiritual journey and hopefully work with children in a garden or maybe not.  I will remain open 
to the divine spirit within me and follow it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Carol Ford is a retired teacher with the North Carolina Public School System. Presently she is a 
reading tutor with a local school and serves as an Earth Guide at Timberlake Farm. 
 
 
                                                
3 Ibid, p. 21. 
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Becoming My Self 
 

by 
 

April Forsbrey 
 
 
     I first learned about the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World in 2004 from 
a friend who was acquainted with Founder, Carolyn Toben.  I participated in special design 
programs and day retreats several times over the next few years.  I applied for the Inner Life of 
the Child in Nature program the first year of its inception and was not accepted.  I was 
disappointed but I moved forward with life in other ways.  I was pleasantly surprised when I 
received an invitation to reapply for the second cycle of the program. 
 
     By the day of our first meeting, I was already more connected with the natural world and 
moving more toward learning about my authentic self.  I think I was grateful that I was given 
another year to prepare.  The first year of the program was truly dedicated to zeroing in on what I 
want in all areas of my life.  I have historically been a workaholic and lived life within very 
defined and confined boundaries.  I have always said, “life will really begin when . . . ,” but have 
really never gotten close to what finishes that sentence.  Becoming more focused on self during 
the first year’s practice helped me truly believe that life is now and that now is the time to begin 
to discover the life I want to live. 
 
     The person I am exiting my two years of the Inner Life Program can be examined from a lot of 
different perspectives and levels.  I would say that, overall, I am much less attached.  I am less 
attached to my job, less attached to possessions, less attached to expectations, much less attached 
to Western culture.  That doesn’t mean that I am detached, but just that I will live intentionally 
based on values and gut and work diligently not to be sucked into societal expectations. 
 
     This non-attachment has greatly impacted my relationship with spirituality and the natural 
world.  I was raised in a traditional Southern Baptist home.  Although I have a fantastic 
relationship with my mother, the church was always very unsettling to me.  To me, the patriarchal 
approach was unappealing, judgmental, and restrictive.  I was active physically in church, but I 
never felt the feelings that my church peers felt.  I felt that truth was bigger and much more 
accepting.  So, once I left the church, I left any thoughts of spirituality behind as well. 
 
     Now, because of myriad divine happenstance, I am more spiritual than I’ve ever been and 
continue to be more so.  Mother Earth is where my higher power image exists.  I communicate 
across species, not because I feel like I’m supposed to but because it is my truth.  That is an 
awesome thing—to find my truth and know it’s my truth. 
 
     On a fun level, my husband, Chuck, and I are having too much fun in relation to the natural 
world.  We are camping more and even went tentless one weekend to the Uwharrie National 
Forest in December.  We built our own fort and woke up to a hard frost (okay—he built the fort 
but if I stayed all night in it I think it counts!).  We are in love with our Nigerian Dwarf goats and 
hang out with them on lazy days.  They’ve been the catalyst for a major compost endeavor.  
We’re getting our dear girl goats Fern and Clover in May. They are amazing.  We hope to make 
cheese with their milk down the road.  Chuck’s uncle Lewis owns and operates Cedar Grove Bee 
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Works and we’ve been spending some days at the shop learning about building beehives and 
caring for bees.  This will likely lead to hives for us in the future.  We also have been toying with 
the idea of having some hens meandering around to hang out with and provide eggs for us. 
 
     Chuck and I have made the decision that our house is not our forever house and that we need 
more land.  This will be a challenging intention to fulfill and we’ve even talked about living in a 
yurt for a while to make it more financially possible (now, this certainly doesn’t mean that we 
will actually live in a yurt—just the conversation happening is the big event here). 
 
     On a professional level, I’ve decided that the American work ethic does not fit my life 
intention.  I am setting a goal of working 25 hours per week.  Coming from a place of being a 
workaholic, this is going to be quite a challenge for me.  But, I’ve come a long way.  In May of 
2008, I was working 3 jobs.  I left one of them in June 2008.  I left another job just this month 
(April 2009).  Now I am a one-job woman and it feels great.  And because that job is private 
practice I have the power to choose to a great extent what that looks like.  I’m not brave enough 
to turn people away yet or to quite set the 25-hour boundary, but I’m getting there! 
 
     Bill Plotkin’s book, Nature and the Human Soul, has been the connector for so many of these 
pieces for me.  It has given me a cohesive and structured possibility for combining therapy with 
my connection to the natural world and has given me an overwhelming thumbs up to stop the 
behavior modification approach that is so supported in today’s mental health culture.  It has 
helped me identify and make sense of my own fragmentation and given me step-by-step 
instructions on how to put myself back together again.  The book has given me a spiritual 
framework that puts my knowing into a more cognitive realm of language. 
 
     This journey has been profound.  Every area of my life is coming into being and knowing 
more clearly.  The Inner Life of the Child in Nature has been the stepping-stone for that.  It makes 
me smile with curiosity—was it ever the program’s intention to do anything but serve as the 
catalyst for each of us to heal our own inner child? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
April Forsbrey holds a masters degree in counseling and works primarily with children and 
adolescents in her private practice in Greensboro.  She shares her life with her husband Chuck, 
three Nigerian Dwarf goats (Sam, Ed, and Fern), and two dogs (Penelope and George).  In her 
spare time, April is learning to garden, creates mandalas, and visits her duck friends Margaret and 
Jorge at Hagan Stone Park shelter #5. 
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Finding Universal Connections 
 

by 
 

Maggie Keskinen 
  
 
 
     When I first met with the ‘Inner Life of the Child in Nature’ class I thought I was beginning a 
new journey in teaching and connecting with the natural world.  I thought of it as a program for 
myself, where I would gain personal tools to use when working with children in teaching outdoor 
programs.  As we reach the end of the Inner life program I am leaving with very different 
knowledge than I expected to gain.   Thomas Berry writes “we cannot discover ourselves without 
first discovering the universe, the earth, and the imperatives of our own being.”1 In this year of 
practice I realized the truth in these words while also realizing that at this point in my life the 
“imperatives of my own being” were not the same as my wishes for action.  My imperatives were 
more grounded in day-to-day caretaking, and allowed less time than I hoped for taking classes 
and attending conferences.  I began with self-doubt, some ego and a wish for big action.  I am 
ending with the realization that what I have learned and how I will use the knowledge, is not 
about me and what I do, rather it is about us, and our many connections with the universe.  I 
discovered universal connections in life from human to human, human to the natural world, and 
the natural world to God.  
  
     During the ‘Inner Life of the Child in Nature’ program we spent a year meeting and 
discovering many 'heroes' who are working to create a better future. Leaders who recognized 
Thomas Berry's moment of grace, a pivotal time when change can occur which would greatly 
transform the earth.   John Muir, Thomas Merton, and Wendell Berry all were early voices 
speaking of the need "to carry out the transition from a period of human devastation of the Earth 
to a period when humans would be present to the planet in a mutually beneficial manner"i.   Also 
responding to the call, Richard Louv, Tobin Hart, David Sobel, Joseph Cornell, the staff of the 
Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World, and many others have become 
educators, activists and everyday people working to bring children back to a closer connection 
with the natural world.  These people inspired me to want to rush out and rescue the world.  I was 
anguished and scared of what is happening to our world and wanted to quickly awaken everyone 
and make them see the error of our ways, to help others meet these heroes and hear their wisdom.  
The only thing that happened quickly was my discovery that even in the small community of my 
home, I was not alone and I did not function independently.    
  
     Daily I struggled with deepening my knowledge.   Both Wendell Berry and Tobin Hart speak 
of the challenges humans face in the way we are expected to learn.  I found much of what I had 
read and heard to be full of challenges and lessons both for myself and those with who I am 
connected. I learned that some reading materials are harder than others, some knowledge hurts 
and some needs to be read again and again- in a quiet space- to begin to comprehend.  I learned 
that cats change your experience when walking in the woods and children will not always see 
what you think they should.  

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco:  Sierra Club Books), p. 195. 
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 I discovered that time for conferences and lectures conflict with recitals, practices, performances 
and homework. Thomas Berry writes “we are an immediate concern of every other being in our 
universe.”2 I had to realize that I could not remove myself from daily life to open to the dream 
world.  I needed to be still and present in my life while still being open to the universe. In time I 
found that connections happen in small moments of commonplace life, in interrupted walks and 
even in times of conflict.  All these things are part of the universal story, a small sentence but one 
that it worth hearing again and again.   How true I found Tobin Hart’s statement “How we know 
is as important as what we know.”3 
 
     The carpools continued and I began to worry about how I was to write a final summary of my 
year of practice.  What had I done?  Had I helped any children find their connections to nature?  
So I began to read back over my journal of the last two years, reading so many amazing moments 
which I wrote down without really paying attention.  I found that connections were being created 
without any large action on my part.  Each journey into the woods, whether it was with cats, dogs, 
kids, spouse or alone, deepened my soul/universe connection.  Even more surprising to me was 
that the visits to aquariums, parks and even runoff ponds held amazing wonders of the universe.  
While I cringed at the intrusive way man thoughtlessly manipulated the natural world, I found in 
the most unexpected places that nature was present and finding new ways to survive and exist.  
Scientists at the very commercial Ripley’s Aquarium have artificially created ocean water which 
holds beautiful spotted rays, rescued sharks, eels, and fish.  They recreated amazing habitats that 
children would otherwise never be able to witness.  During the terrible drought I walked down an 
industrial road by Tumblebee’s Gym and looked into a parking lot retaining ‘pond’ and was 
amazed to see hundreds of fish swimming in the few feet of remaining water.  There were frogs, 
birds, grasses and trees surrounding this drain, thriving in the middle of a drought.  I worried that 
if the rain did not come they would not survive.  The pond is full again and it is harder to see the 
fish, but oh the wonder and joy of life!  Even in cement surroundings nature finds solutions, 
natural life thrives, even if it is not the way I think it should exist. The universe is reminding me -
this Great Work is not about my way, it is about our way. 
 
     I found that not only myself, but also my whole family had deepened their connection to the 
universe this year. We began to spend time every weekend wandering in the woods around our 
home.  We would take an hour or more playing hide and seek in the forest, following deer trails, 
walking in meadows, or just staying beside the river.  Lately I have noticed that we do not need to 
speak as much and the kids do not feel like they have to point out every discovery.  They are 
present and becoming connected and our whole life is being affected.   
 
     When my son had a bad day at school and I was called to pick him up early, something in a 
speech by Richard Louv came to my mind.  Louv spoke of how one child psychologist said he 
had changed the way he practiced after reading Last Child in the Woods. Rather than starting a 
session with talking, he would start with a walk along the river, and his sessions with the children 
were markedly better.4   Recalling this story helped me to recognize the need for patience and a 
true connection with my son.   I took my grumpy boy on a “stupid walk” into the woods.  Thirty 
silent minutes later I heard a “Wow” from behind me.  The trail had become a tunnel of bowed 
trees leading into an old carpeted pine forest.  The grumpy boy had stopped and sat in a puddle of 
sunshine on a soft brown pillow of pine needles.  He had softened and was visible relaxed.  At the 
                                                
2 Thomas Berry, The Great Work:  Our Way into the Future (New York:  Bell Tower, 1999), p. 3. 
3 Tobin Hart, Journal of Transformative Education, Vol. 2, No. 1 (January 2004), pp. 28-46. 
4  Richard Louv, “The Abundant Child: Nature Creativity,” an evening with Rich Louv 
(Indianapolis: Indianapolis Museum of Art, November 11, 2007), http:www.inamuseum.org, 
utube video. 
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end of the trail he was able to verbalize and talk, where before was only anger and mean words.  
As I write this we are on the 18th day of Brandon’s “shift”.  He is finding it easier to behave in 
school and life feels lighter for this beautiful child.  I think he connected to the universe in a new 
way, a way that has settled him and allows him to feel secure in life.   
 
     My daughter Sydney and I were having a conversation about animals in nature and she 
brought up “what I hate about population control is killing.”  The conversation came around to 
natural corridors and roads.  She wanted to stop driving and felt that we should only bike or walk 
to our destinations.  I asked if she was willing to leave her faraway school to make that happen.  
After some thought she said “Yes, if nature really needs us to quit things, I think we should.”   I 
had no further questions for my eight-year-old dreamer.  
 
     My husband related to my thoughts of shared connections with this comment: “If we are 
indeed all ‘one’ as is theorized in quantum mechanics and many belief systems, then what 
individuals learn will eventually be absorbed by everyone and the earth will  ‘feel’ our 
advancement in the knowing of the universal connectedness.” 
  
     We have all deepened our knowledge of the universe, without lesson plans or activities or any 
great effort on my part. While I have led programs meant to facilitate the connection with the 
natural world for larger groups of children, and even some adults, today these programs do not 
feel as important to me as the connections I now see in my family.  At this time my work and 
practice is starting at home.  It includes carpools, lunches, computer games, arguments and some 
very wonderful small moments.  I will not save the earth today and the solution will not be my 
own, but I am creating connections to the universe that will root my family and everyone they 
touch to the natural world.  My practice is just beginning and will continue for years to come.  
My future will include the gathering of Wendell Berry’s ‘slow knowledge’5 where I take time to 
absorb and get rooted in the information the universe in sharing. 
 
     In my dedicated intention I wrote;  I intend to grow into a tree that tells the story of the 
universe.  As a tree is steady and rooted, I will reach inside and out through books, conversation 
and beholding to learn the great story, to find the language that will allow me to share this story.  
I will strive to plant myself in a place where all creatures will come to play or rest and I will 
whisper the story, and we will sing and dance the song of the universe.  My branches and twigs 
are in classrooms, at camps, on sport fields, and within my own home.  As a tree is expressed as 
bark, leaves, oxygen, color, sap and seeds, I hope to express the story in these many ways. 
 
     When I wrote that, the vision was of a tree that was standing alone in a meadow.  I now realize 
that it was not truly connected with other beings.  As my year of practice comes to an end, that 
vision has changed.  There is now a young tree in the middle of a forest, dependent on other 
organisms on who they also depend.  The lonely tree in the field did not get there by itself; the 
seed did not plant itself, but was lifted and moved by wind, animals or maybe a trip on a stream, 
brought from a forest with mature trees bearing fruit, nuts and seeds of wisdom.  In time I may 
become the mature tree in the meadow, but for now my roots are fed by soil enriched by fallen 
leaves.  I will grow with trees nearby helping me to grow tall and straight.   
 
 
 
 
                                                
5  Wendell Berry, An Interview narrated by Michael Toms (New Dimensions Foundation, 
January 1, 2008), audio book. 
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     This has been a journey of self-discovery.  What I discovered was that life is less about hurried 
wishes and more about creating lasting connections.  Our connections to the universe are ever 
widening circles, starting with me, connecting to my family, friends, our local community, our 
earth community and all within our universal community.   
 
 
 

“The best way to lead people into the future is to 
 connect with them deeply in the present.”  James Kouzes.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maggie Keskinen is wife, mother of two, volunteer, gardener and chief dishwasher at her home, 
"Camp Keskinen".  She received a BS in biology and a teaching certification from UNCG.  
Maggie spent 14 years directing summer camps (in an outdoor setting), afterschool programs, and 
school tutorial programs as a Family Service Director at the YMCA.  She also spent 5 years 
teaching in the public school system.  She is very happy to be able to be home spending time in 
nature with her family.  
 

                                                
6 James Kouzes, “To Lead, Create a Shared Vision,” in Harvard Business Review, 
http://hbr.harvardbusiness.org/2009/01/to-lead-create-a-shared-vision/ar/1 
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Contemplative Practice  
In the Human Relationship with the Natural World 

 
by 

 
Liz Levitt 

 
 

     Two years ago, I reentered the high school classroom as a teacher, hoping to enliven my 
subjects with that rare and transformative sensibility that characterized the best moments of my 
own education and was lacking in the worst—that rare sensibility found in individuals who are 
remarkably present, centered and compassionate, who understand that both imagination and 
analysis are ways of knowing, who behold the Universe with reverence and wonder and are 
conscious of their participation in what Thomas Berry refers to as “the Great Story.” In some 
teachers, in my parents, sometimes in friends or mentors, I found that this presence and wisdom 
affected me as much as any material I studied. Central to my approach, as to the Center’s, “is the 
belief that the sensibility of the educator is the single most important factor in bringing children 
into a deeper connection with the more than physical world.”1 For this reason, I framed my 
dedicated intention for a practice in the following terms: 

 
     I planned to engage in a daily practice of beholding the natural world—recognizing the 
cosmos as a “communion of subjects” and remembering the “Great Story.” This aspect of my 
practice was to be personal, though I have always been of the opinion that personal, inner 
revolutions and realizations help transform far more than one’s own interiority. As part of my 
practice, I also planned to contemplate the following questions on a daily basis: What role does 
my current work, as a teacher of literature, theater, and art, play in the Great Story? How can I 
expand my circle of awareness and perceive these stories and experiences of the human soul in 
relation to and as part of the Universe Story? And how can I bring my awareness of the Great 
Story into the content and form of my classes? 

 
     Though my practice went according to plan for some time, it morphed and changed as the year 
progressed and I adapted my contemplative practice to the demands of my daily circumstances. 
There were moments, too, of course, in which my practice was subverted entirely by an 
abundance of work, made more stressful, I think, by the fact that it was undertaken without the 
centering practice of beholding nature. Even within a spiritually-based educational institution, I 
find that the pressures of the modern world invade and too often bully even the most reluctant of 
us into high speed productivity, single-minded focus, and even, unfortunately, into neglect of the 
sacred presence of the natural world. Retreats at CEINW have been centering and recharging. As 
an earth guide, garden intern, camp leader, and participant in the ILCN program, I have had a 
relationship to the Center for many years. These woods and lakes and fields and gardens are 
sacred to me. Here, in the garden, I have beheld each seed with wonder, sensing the plant held 
waiting within, rejoicing, later, at the emergence of each new green shoot. Here, in the woods, I 
have held my ear to a certain sourwood tree, have heard it drinking in—heard the sap slurped 
inside it. Here, in the open spaces I have felt the wind blow my hair, have seen it blow the clouds, 
and felt it blow inside me, too. Here, I have shared so many moments with children who, in 
                                                
1 This quotation comes from the Center’s description of its Inner Life of the Child in Nature Program.  
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amazement, gasp at each miraculous stick, or leaf, or bug, or turtle, or drop of water that they 
encounter. For me, this has always been a place where it is easy to awaken to the beauty, wonder, 
and intimacy of the Earth. In choosing to make “beholding” my daily practice, I hoped to bring 
this kind of awakening into every day.  

 
     When the year began, I kept faithfully to my dedicated intention, finding time each day to 
perceive in wonder and record my observations in a journal. Reviewing these writings, I find 
discoveries in them—discoveries of the small and lively communities about my house, which, 
until then, had essentially escaped my notice: 

 
July 4, 2008 
A red ant moves silently through a jungle gym of grass—it is strong enough, the ant light  
enough, that it does not bend. Taller grasses wave and wobble in the wind with four  
wheat-like prongs. Going to seed, they look like little wind turbines. Farther grasses  
wave, as well. The treetops gently sway. Two birds call—one repetitive and persistent, 
 the other high, bright, sharp, inquisitive. Crickets chirp, too—less audible. A bee goes  
by, maybe a fly. A new voice—four short chirps. There is a world of bugs around me. The  
whirring of a jumping grasshopper. Things make themselves visible by moving,  
distinguishing themselves from the variety of living stillness. The trees are both still and  
moving. A Japanese Beetle moves slowly, almost seeming to waddle on his six legs. He  
jumps off a ledge and falls ungracefully, blending in with leaves, though a few bits of  
green still show. A rooster crows. A plane circles like a bird, maybe for the fun of flight.  
There is a nest in the rose arbor. A mosquito buzzes incessantly in my ear.  
 
September 23, 2008 
Fall afternoon. A steady chirp, more like a wavering, continuous pulse of insect sound.  
The breeze loudly rustles individual trees and bushes. The grass around me dances and a  
few dry leaves scrape against each other—Fall messengers. Grass still quite green where 
I sit, but across the field, it looks brown. Maybe it has gone to seed, or dried. Slow, but  
continuous rustle. Left, then right. It isn’t sudden—but it swells into existence, then  
subsides. Light patches now, a cloud has moved. A distinctive bird call…I don’t know its  
name. There are star-like pods on the grass. Little green stars. A squirrel shares my  
space. Sweet gray body, white stomach—buries a nut—first dig this way, then that. Like  
an animate drill. He sees me and stands, is up a tree, now. Little green hummingbird,  
white breast, no bigger than a leaf—smaller. Twitches, then dives faster than I can  
follow, having not expected it. The sky’s blue has some grayness in it at this hour— 
afternoon.  

 
     In these two entries, as in all the others, my words and phrases follow the momentary 
movements of my attention. Though the words are often few, each captures, for me, a memory of 
sensations and feelings that arose in each moment. This part of my journaling was not about 
thinking, was not about composition; it was about being awake, beholding, and consciously 
giving my attention to the sacred presence of the natural world. This activity had a profound 
effect on me. When I came inside after each session of beholding, I felt calm, peaceful, alive and 
present—the frenzied sense of urgency I sometimes feel in relation to all that I am obligated to do 
lessened. I even felt, after these experiences, that there was more time and space in every minute. 
Perhaps it goes without saying that “beholding” is a meditative, contemplative practice.  
 
     The other aspect of my ILCN practice—the contemplation of the three questions enumerated 
earlier—also gave rise to interesting discoveries, though these were of a different sort. Each day, 
after beholding, I would pose one of these questions, hold it in my mind and heart, and wait for a 
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thought to crystallize in response, rather than forcing an answer into existence. I hoped, in this 
way, to practice Keats’ negative capability, that ability to dwell “in uncertainties, Mysteries, 
doubts without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.”2 On many occasions, insights came to 
me in strong exclamations and thought-provoking phrases: 
 
 July 4, 2008 
 How can I perceive the study of literature in relation to the Universe Story? 
 Books are of the Earth!—of Earthly material and Earthly experiences.  
 
 July 8, 2008 
 What role does art play in the Great Story? 
 Art is a way of being—a way of being a part of the communion of subjects—a dialogue  

between the subject and the perceiver. It must be an I-Thou relationship if the artist is to  
truly see anything. But what does the artist offer the subject? The existence of its thought 
self in the consciousness of the artist.  
 
July 10, 2008 
How can I bring an awareness of the Great Story into the form of my English Classes? 
A gardener prepares the soil, plants the seeds, gives them water. The Earth gives them  
sun. The seeds grow, flower, and fruit. Could an English Class take this form? Are  
flowers and fruit like ideas? Do we harvest ideas in the process of writing? What  
nourishes ideas? Experience. Reading. Reflection. The Earth gives experience. Other  
writers are like gardeners, tending to and nourishing the fledgling ideas within each of  
us. Reflection we give ourselves—it is part of how our own inborn abilities allow us to  
grow thoughts, like something within the seed nourishes its own growth.  
 
July 13, 2008 
How can I bring an awareness of the Great Story into my classes? 
Silence. Silence and listening has to be a part of it. It has to be in me as well. Even last 
year, moments of silence in class were moments of teacher-ly vigilance and inner  
busyness for me. I have to be calm, too. When I listen to the woods, breezes come and go,  
voices sound and are silent, the trees rustle and are still. Sound is in balance with the  
absence of sound.  
 
September 23, 2008 
How can I perceive experiences of the human soul in relation to the Universe Story? 
It is the sensed experience of truth that gives us a feeling of recognition when a thought  
sounds in us with the same kind of authenticity.  

 
     All aspects of my practice had clear influences on my teaching over the course of this year. In 
the Spring semester, I designed and taught a new elective in “Collaborative Art.” As mentioned in 
the July 8 entry, representational art can create a context for the communion of an artist and his or 
her subject. Collaborative art creates a context for the communion of individual artists; all the 
pieces that we created together in this class represented the invisible artistic potential that comes 
into existence when, as unique individuals, we unite our attentions and intentions. Though not 
literally engaged with the human-earth relationship, I believe that practicing a gesture of 
communion with other distinct individuals, prepares one to embrace a similar gesture in 
encounters with all beings.  
 
                                                
2 Letter to George and Thomas Keats, Sunday, 28 December 1817.  
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     In December, I strongly felt the need for my practice of beholding, but found it ever harder to 
squeeze into the day. I taught fourteen different high school courses this year, and though I didn’t 
teach them all at once, my schedule was never light; I prepared and taught 10-21 different class 
sessions a week, each of which required grading, as well. Without this contemplative practice, I 
often felt both anxiety and detachment, my ability to be present was weakened, and I was more 
easily unsettled or agitated. I noticed in my students, too, the effects of their busy, fast-paced, 
modern lives. My ninth graders couldn’t sit still or engage in silence; nor, did they seem aware of 
their own incessant movement and speech.  
 
     As we entered the new year, I decided that they needed contemplative practices as much as I 
did and began incorporating them into the classroom. During the second semester, I began each 
of my freshman English classes with a silent contemplative exercise. Though we did not always 
have the ability to go outside and behold the natural world, I sometimes asked the students to 
spend time giving attention to their breathing, not controlling or affecting it in any way, but 
beholding it as a phenomenon. On other occasions, they practiced focusing meditations given by 
Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf Education. Each of the exercises we practiced brought 
them into relationship with silence, stillness, and imagination. While not directly working with 
the human-earth relationship, I believe that these contemplative practices support the “deep 
psychic shift” that Thomas Berry has named as “the central task of our time.”3 Both beholding 
and meditating are ways of knowing. The knowledge they yield is not a “thing” to be quantified 
and accumulated, but a living reality to be understood, participated in, and communed with. 
When we relate to knowledge and to the Earth out of our materialistic imagination, we reduce 
sacred realities into their mere representations. These exercises also have a centering effect; I 
believe that when one is truly centered, one is always in alignment with the forces of the 
Universe. 
 
     Practicing these meditative exercises had a profound effect on the ninth grade class. Though 
they didn’t seem to consciously notice the difference in themselves, I did. Beholding them in 
inward silent activity was quite powerful; it was remarkable to become palpably aware of their 
interiorities, of the insight and consciousness they were each bringing to the room. Out of the 
silence, they were far more present, able to express themselves more clearly, listened to each 
other with more patience and respect, and allowed ideas larger than themselves to be expressed 
through them more readily.  
 
     At the end of this year, the freshmen and I moved our class outside and studied “The Poetry of 
Nature.” As we read and discussed poems by Mary Oliver, Walt Whitman, Gerard Manly 
Hopkins, and A. R. Ammons, the students were each invited into a beholding practice of their 
own. On the first day of class I read this Mary Oliver poem aloud: 

 
Invitation 

 
Oh do you have time 
   to linger 
      for just a little while 
         out of your busy  
 
and very important day 
    for the goldfinches 
        that have gathered  
            in a field of thistles 

                                                
3 This quotation comes from the Center’s description of its Inner Life of the Child in Nature Program. 
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for a musical battle, 
     to see who can sing 
         the highest note, 
             or the lowest, 
 
or the most expressive of mirth, 
    or the most tender? 
        Their strong, blunt beaks 
           drink the air 
 
as they strive  
     melodiously 
        not for your sake 
          and not for mine 
 
and not for the sake of winning, 
    but for sheer delight and gratitude— 
        believe us, they say, 
          it is a serious thing 
 
just to be alive 
    on this fresh morning 
       in this broken world. 
          I beg of you 
 
do not walk by  
   without pausing  
     to attend to this 
       rather ridiculous performance. 
 
It could mean something. 
     It could mean everything. 
        It could be what Rilke meant, when he wrote: 
           You must change your life.4 
 

 
     After reading the poem, we spent a while in silence, listening to the sounds of birds, of the 
wind, the rustle of the leaves. At the beginning of each subsequent class, I reminded the students 
of Mary Oliver’s question, “Do you have time to linger...?” and invited them, again, to spend the 
first part of class in silent receptivity, beholding and listening. Some students took this up fully 
and enthusiastically. Others were uncomfortable, anxious about being out of doors, and impatient 
with listening. In their own poems, some students were able to write out of their experiences in 
nature, others could not hear the voices of the natural world behind the loud voices of their own 
hearts and minds. At one point, a student even suggested that we focus on grammar for the rest of 
the year rather than waste our time listening to nature. While such comments are discouraging, 
they are hardly surprising. Even some of my Waldorf students are entranced by information; even 
they don’t always recognize that engaged experiences also yield knowledge.  A few of my 
students, however, have come in to their own during this block. One student, who has struggled 
with essay writing this year, writes poetry as if it the most natural expression of her thoughts—
perhaps it is. She’s thrilled whenever we go outside for class and basks in the sun as we read 
poems together. In these two poems, you can see her love of life, her love of nature, and the way 
that her contact with the natural world fills her with exuberance and awe: 

                                                
4 Mary Oliver, Red Bird (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2008), pp. 18-19. 
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Two poems by Anna, 9th grade: 
 

 
I hate shoes. 
I hate them, I hate them, I hate them. 
Shoes are probably 
Among the top 5 things 
I hate most: 
 Disrespect 
 Fighting 
 Injustice 
 Death 
 Shoes 
Doctors say that  
it’s bad for your feet; 
Teachers say that 
it’s disrespectful and unclean; 
Parents say that  
it’s dangerous— 
 to have bare feet. 
For heaven’s sake, 
I love bare feet! 
 I can run faster, 
 I can feel the beautifully dirty 
dirt and grass, 
 I can feel the warm sand and 
the cold ocean, 
 I can feel the nice hot concrete, 
My gosh, I can feel the earth! 

 
 
 
 

Sometimes my insides 
bubble over,  
swell like a wave, 
sometimes.  
It must be in my head— 
but it sure feels 
like it comes from here,  
not the head, 
here. Heart or lungs. 
Perhaps the lungs remember 
filling up 
with warm wind 
and that beautiful  
sparkling air 
blowing in on the waves, 
and how could I forget 
how awesome it is 
to live live live live. 
And right now 
the heart spills over 
high  
off of  
good, good air. 
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     Just as Mary Oliver’s goldfinches might, for some one person, be the voice that signals that “ 
You must change your life,” I, as a teacher, often retrospectively feel that I have taught entire 
lessons for one or two members of a class, for whom the material and process were significant. 
While I have tried to infuse my classes with the sensibility that comes alive in me at the Center, I 
have not always been able to do so. Too often, I am frustrated by the ways that my ideals must be 
compromised by my workload. At the end of this year, I do not yet have answers to the questions 
with which I began. Sometimes, when absorbed in a theatrical production or a literary block, I 
have less time than ever to linger and to listen to the natural world. And yet, I feel that there is 
something consonant in beholding and in the kind of contemplative presence that the arts and 
humanities require. To me, there seems to be something complementary about these practices, 
both of which bring us into awareness of ourselves as human beings, letting our lives unfold in 
the context of the Great Story.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Liz Levitt is a native of Greensboro, North Carolina.  Her love of the natural world and 
consciousness of the human-earth relationship was deepened when she attended the Outdoor 
Academy of the Southern Appalachians, as a high school sophomore.  As an English major at 
Wesleyan University, she focused her studies on Romantic and Victorian poets and their 
understanding of the connections between nature, spirit, and Imagination.  She has been involved 
in the work at the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World, off and on, for nine 
years and has worked there as an earth guide, garden intern, and camp leader.  She currently 
teaches English, Drama, and Art at the Emerson Waldorf High School in Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina.  
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Sensitivity 

by 

Maureen Matthews 

 

 Thomas Berry writes: 

     “There is a certain futility in the efforts being made – truly sincere, dedicated, and intelligent 
efforts – to remedy our environmental devastation simply by activating renewable sources of 
energy and by reducing the deleterious impact of the industrial world. 

      The difficulty is that the natural world is seen primarily for human use, not as a mode of 
sacred presence primarily to be communed with in wonder, beauty and intimacy.  In our present 
attitude the natural world remains a commodity to be bought and sold, not a sacred reality to be 
venerated. 

     The deep psychic shift needed to withdraw us from the fascination of the industrial world and 
the deceptive gifts that it gives us is too difficult for simply the avoidance of its difficulties or the 
attractions of its benefits.  Eventually, only our sense of the sacred will save us.”1  

     It was this “sacred sensitivity” that ached in me, but through the Presence and Practice 
program at Timberlake Farm it found a resting place.  Through the time spent at Timberlake Farm 
I observed the caretakers (Peggy and Carolyn) set the stage to carefully and thoughtfully nurture 
this “sensitivity” into a conscious felt awareness.  It was like having the petals of the heart gently 
coaxed to slowly open . . . one by one . . . to the light and the rhythm of that place. 

     As time passed I was aware of the beautiful emergence of the deepest understanding of what it 
means to feel the sacredness of this reality.  With care and great patience, each of us was led to a 
place where it became impossible to deny or avoid our newly emergent sacred sensitivity. 

      At Timberlake Farm the land itself honors and welcomes you.  To me, Peggy and Carolyn are 
gatekeepers, doorway guardians, or somehow keepers of the invitation and introductions 
necessary to participate in the deepness of the Farm and all her “residents”.   It often felt like we 
were going to meet some Great Being.  It was Peggy and Carolyn’s sacred duty to create the 
appropriate preparations and rituals before meeting this Being. 

      The true spinners of the heart threads were the land.  You would set out on your solo walks 
and “they” would gently tug and pull and weave our heart filaments into a new kind of knowing, 
or perhaps a more primordial way of knowing. 

     It is the place that welcomes your heart to open . . . that speaks ever so softly.  It is this ability, 
this ability to hear softly and to see softly that is taught by the Farm.  In that softness you can feel 
your being reach out and touch the “others” and to be touched in return by them. 

 

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, Foreword, When Trees Say Nothing by Thomas Merton, edited by Kathleen 
Diegnan, Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2003, pp. 18-19. 
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     To have been a part of and a witness to this process, this deep awakening, gave me a great 
sense of peace and gratitude, after having spent so much time in a space of fear, frustration, and 
hopelessness for our continued existence and that of the planet. 

     How my practice will evolve I do not know, but I do know now that I will carry forward the 
priceless understanding that it IS possible to awaken the human heart from its “mean sleep.”2 I 
will be able to hold this space for the children so that they too can feel hope and a soft expectancy 
of the joy that an awakened humanity will share with this sacred place. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maureen Matthews is a retired Chiropractor. She has created and ran several clinics, one 
specifically for children called "Kids Kiropractic". The clinic was in a farm setting and 
included ducks, pigmy goats and a turkey named "Peanut" which the children played with while 
waiting for their appointments. Chiropractic manipulations were often accompanied by the 
sounds of turkey " gobble " and giggles from the children. 
  
The past ten years have been devoted to protecting the child's right to an intimate and meaningful 
relationship with the natural world. She has worked in both early childhood settings and upper 
grade levels. She is also certified as a wilderness mentor through the Kamna Naturalist Program. 
 
 

                                                
2 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass.  (Excerpted from the following:  "I cannot be awake, for 
nothing looks to me as it did before, or else I am awake for the first time, and all before has been 
a mean sleep.”)  
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Defining a Practice 
 

by 
 

Ken Moore 
 

 
     Months of near-angst worrying over defining an “inner child in nature practice” have been 
wearing.  I didn’t have access to a captive group of young people on which to focus a new way of 
engaging the natural world for an extended period.  I enjoyed changing my approach in leading 
occasional nature walks for adults.  Whenever young children, usually grandchildren, came along, 
I made them ‘junior naturalists,’ and we older folks then followed their lead.  These encounters, 
though memorable, involved different people on each outing.  I was simply not succeeding in 
defining a specific practice. 
 
     However, during this period of angst I made opportunities to include descriptions of the 
Thomas Berry inspired “inner child in nature” contemplative ways in my Flora columns for the 
local weekly Carrboro CITIZEN.   In a way, I do have a captive audience, though mostly adults, 
in the regular CITIZEN readers.   I repeatedly encourage readers to ‘take a closer look’ at nature 
and to walk the woods and fields with a childlike wonder, searching for new discoveries.  Now 
everything becomes special, worthy of ‘taking a closer look.” 
 
     Having become somewhat content that I was doing something in the way of a practice, at least 
I had changed my way of looking, perceiving and contemplating, I still found myself without a 
practice to be defined and described.   The angst continued until in a moment I realized that I did 
have a practice.  From that very first “solo walk” on a trail at Timberlake Farm, with the charge to 
develop a daily quiet contemplation in the natural world accompanied with some journal writing, 
I adopted the simple 17 syllable haiku poem as a description for my wild encounters.  This was a 
new discipline for me and  helpful in my getting immediately to the essence of an experience 
without my laying down pages of nonessential description.  Some of my haikus are accompanied 
with simple drawings.  Many of the drawings are memory sketches, penned one or more days 
later as I reflected back on an experience.  Some of my encounters inspired more than a single 
haiku. 
 
     The description of my practice then takes the form of a selection of the haikus with some 
accompanying sketches from a two-year period.  I have arranged the verses chronologically 
within geographical places.  First is the Timberlake Farm Earth Sanctuary trail system.  
Second is what I call Out and About, being travels mostly around the town of Carrboro, 
including walks in nearby natural areas, identified before each selection of verses.  Another 
significant location is the Carolina island of Ocracoke, where I try to retreat for a couple of 
weeks each year.  The final and most lengthy set of verses is situated within my own two acre 
wild yard of overgrown garden plants, native weeds and trees and shrubs, adjoining the natural 
woodlands surrounding the Town’s reservoir.  This area I call Home Ground.  Before, between 
and at the end of the sections of haiku verses I have placed a reflection on Thomas Berry, single 
haiku verses inspired by readings from Thomas Berry. 
 
     My challenge, now that this practice has been defined, is to continue it indefinitely.  I rely on 
the child in me, responding to the call of the natural world, to guide me onward. 
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Haiku Moments in Nature 
 
 

(reflection on Thomas Berry) 
 

We all walk sightless 
Among miracles to learn 

To see nature’s ways 
9-23-08 

 
 
 
 

AT TIMBERLAKE FARM EARTH SANCTUARY 
 
 
 

Hugged a big beech tree 
I sneaked up on it from behind 

The tree hugged me back 
11-17-07 

 
 
 

The forest is still 
In spite of all the wind sounds 

Creatures know I’m here 
11-17-07 

 
 
 

Many ways they fall 
Float, spiral and swirl around 

A cascade of leaves 
11-17-07 

 
 
 

Following deer path 
Disturbed a silent wood cock 

The path keeps going 
2-02-08 
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Two tall dark pine trees 
A trumpet vine connects them 

Did it years ago 
2-02-08 
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Beech tree leaves still on 
Copper colors lit with green 

Beauty in the rain 
3-14-09 

 
 

Woods walking in rain 
Nature’s wet sounds for refrain 

Quiet peace all around 
3-14-09 

 
(reflection on Thomas Berry) 

 
Before Science is 

The child’s perception of life 
Discover kids’ ways 

9-23-08 
 
 

OUT AND ABOUT 
 

Judy’s meadow 
 

Daffodil filled field 
Yellow stars across the green 

Spring’s awakening 
3-09-08 

 
Near a bus stop 

 
Pick’in persimmons 

A peaceful act to perform 
Beat possums to ‘em! 

10-20-07  
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Ashe County hillside 

 
Pearls on an oak leaf 

Raindrops collected, mirrored 
A magic moment 

10-22-07 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

A falling red leaf 
Forest canopy floats down 

What feast of color 
10-22-07 

 
 

City park playground 
 

Kids play in the park 
How little nature they see 

No sparks for wonder 
11-22-07 
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Adams Tract Nature Reserve 

 
Walk along the creek 

Beavers’ work so evident 
They transform the scene 

2-03-08 
 

Signs of spring are here 
Colored twigs and swollen buds 

But frost will return 
2-03-08 

 
Two tiny bird nests 

One of moss and lichens made 
One of grass and straw 

2-04-08 
 

Last Sunday’s woods walk 
Lessons from a six-year old 

Such wisdom so young 
10-28-08 

 
 

Johnson Mill Nature Reserve 
 

Lily on the ground 
Upturned petals call out spring 

Leaves like spotted trout 
3-12-08 
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Three lobed liverleaf 
Green leaves turning burgundy 

Blue flowers mark spring 
3-13-08 

 
Loud songs of the spring 

Peepers, cardinals, titmice 
Calling all around 

3-13-08 
 

Edge of Weaver Street Market walkway 
 

Blue eared day flower 
Like looking into a face 

Can’t escape smiling 
7-28-08 

 
North Carolina Botanical Garden woodland trails 

 
Tiny leaves emerge  

From red tinted bud covers 
Buckeye’s spring wonder 

3-16-09 
 

With five fingered leaves 
Painted buckeye awakens 

Flowers close behind 
3-16-09 
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In a buckeye world 

Tiny leaves to buckeye nuts 
Follow the seasons 

3-16-09 
 
 

Reflection on friend’s dark night encounter 
 

Johnny saw the stars 
Total dark sky, starlight white 

How it used to be 
3-14-08 

 
 

 Along Eno River below Occoneechee Mountain 
 

Cedar waxwings there 
Eating black smilax berries 

An early spring treat 
4-05-09 

 
 

Spring awakening 
Podophyllum peltatum 

A joy to behold 
4-08-09 
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(reflection on Thomas Berry) 
 

Inner way knowing 
Differences are real value 
Can’t give with sameness 

9-23-08 
 
 
 

OCRACOKE ISLAND 
 
 

Rain on the island 
Gentle, quiet and so wet 

So good for the earth 
11-29-07 

 
 

 
 

 
Sea breeze arising 

Clear blue sky bringing it on 
Cold is on the way 

1-1-08 
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Paddling on the sound 

Glassy calm silence so strong 
Supreme solitude 

1-05-08 
 
 

Surf side at sunrise 
Cormorants make for the sea 

Black ribbons ascend 
1-07-08 

 
Atlantic waves crash 

So strong and yet so calming 
Spirit sustenance 

9-08-08 
 

Pelican gliding 
So very close to the waves 

But not quite touching 
9-10-08 

 
Three terns jetting by 

Rapid wing-beat, precise flight 
Seaside perfection 

9-10-08 
 

Water-pennywort 
Succulent plant on the dunes 

Tended by nature 
9-10-08 

 
(reflection on Thomas Berry) 

 
Looking for magic 

A special time in nature 
What will today bring? 

8-29-08 
 
 

HOME GROUND 
 
 

Cricket sounds at night 
Five separate tunes I count 

Calm cacophony 
10-16-07 
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A mighty ash tree 

Seen more than ever I’ll see 
A haven for me 

10-17-07 
 

Bare feet on the ground 
Feeling the Earth underneath 

Nature’s close, indeed 
11-03-07 

 
Sweet gum leaf colors  

Yellow, red, pink, burgundy 
Too much to describe 

11-07-07 
 

Pines against the sky 
Quiet and still with no wind 

Peaceful silence reigns 
12-02-07 

 
Dark red sumac cones 

Cheerful as any fall tint 
Field mice like them too 

12-05-07 
 

Goldenrod seed heads 
Plumes of buff brown colored fluff 

Nice as any bloom 
12-06-07 
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Outside by the fire 

Quiet darkness all around 
Nature spirits near 

12-12-07 
 
 
 

Sitting out at night 
Mostly darkness all around 

Waiting for a sound 
1-10-08 

 
 
 

Looking at the stars 
Through clouds reflecting town lights 

Wish for total dark 
1-10-08 

 
 
 

Tall stately pine trees 
With canopy of dark green 
Soft brown ground below 

1-10-08 
 
 
 

Goldfinch surprised me 
Hanging on trumpet vine pod 

Tasty seed inside 
1-16-08 

 
 
 

Red tube shape flower 
Its seed pod so different 
With winged seed inside 

1-16-08 
 
 
 

Robin high in tree 
Song sung over and over 

Melodious spring 
3-18-08 
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So many pink tints 
Spectrum of colors displayed 

But it’s called redbud 
3-25-08 

 
 

Redbuds beginning 
Dark pink buds, pale pink flowers 

Lovely progression 
3-18-08 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Flowering redbuds 
First roadside color of spring 

Dogwoods soon to follow 
3-25-08 

 
 

The call tells it all 
The great crested flycatcher  

Gives itself away 
5-02-08 

 
 

Long life preceeding 
This summer sound so short lived 

Cicadas singing 
7-26-0 
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Dragon fly resting 
Perfectly still and alert 

Poised for food or mate? 
7-29-08 

 
Bidens bloom in fall 

Brilliant gold fall composite 
Spiders hidden there 

9-17-08 
 

Sinister Jimson 
Almost all call it a weed 

Beautiful flower 
9-20-08 

 
Magical moment 

Stopped to see the maple seeds 
And saw the beetle 

9-29-08 
 

The red shouldered hawk 
Holding sentinel on high 

For food for its mate 
3-17-09 

 
Peering from above 

Potential meal on the ground 
A red shouldered hawk 

3-17-09 
 

Stately sweet gum tree 
Candlelabras of flowers 
At branch tips abound 

4-14-09 
 
 
 

 
(reflection on Thomas Berry) 

 
Science can’t give 

The song of a mocking bird 
The feel of tree bark 

9-23-08 
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Ken Moore arrived in Chapel Hill to pursue a Masters in English at UNC following his 
graduation from Davidson College in 1962.  When he left for a two year military commitment 
with the MA completed, it was with the intent to return to study Botany in pursuit of work more 
inclined to the outdoors. 
 
Spending summers on a tobacco farm in Warren County, NC, from the age of three to eighteen, 
Ken fell in love with the natural world.  Too many months inside the graduate school libraries of 
UNC led him back to the outdoors.  When he returned to Chapel Hill and the University, he was 
presented a copy of BW Wells’ Natural Gardens of North Carolina which set his course. 
 
Ken went on to manage the North Carolina Botanical Garden for thirty-five years.  Now he works 
part time as an environmental educator and leads walks in regional natural areas.  He also enjoys 
working part time acting as a Standardized Patient for medical student exams.  He remains 
challenged in researching and writing a weekly Flora column in the local Carrboro CITIZEN.  In 
addition, he is actively involved with other senior citizens forming a senior cohousing 
community, Eldergreen, focused on planning, building and living in an urban facility, sharing 
resources and responsibilities that contribute to a happy, healthy, caring and sustainable lifestyle. 
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Consciousness Evolving 
 

by 
 

Trish Nelson 
 
 

 
Teaching children about the natural world should be treated as one of the most important events 
in their lives. Children need a story that will bring personal meaning together with the grandeur 

and meaning of the universe.1 
         ~Thomas Berry  
 
 
 
     The Inner Life of the Child in Nature program has been very instrumental in my journey 
towards a more heart centered, grounded and connected path. I am truly grateful for the beautiful 
experiences that have helped me come closer to my true essence.  
 
     My dedicated intention was to work in an intentional way on my own inner peace through 
meditation, silence, prayer and presence in nature.  All of these things are extremely healing to 
me and necessary in order for me to serve others in a more genuine way.  I have felt such an 
incredible shift in the way that I interact with others in work and in play.  My ability to be fully 
present and authentic in my words and actions is very prominent when I am grounded in love. 
The other part of my intention was to help child care providers become more in tune and present 
with themselves and their group of children.  Over the course of two years, through technical 
assistance and group meetings, I have shared ideas about nature’s importance in the lives of 
adults and children.  We also had a “Reconnecting Children to Nature” focus area last year where 
we partnered with the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World and led a book 
study on Rich Louv’s Last Child in the Woods.  
 
     Earlier this year we sponsored a workshop entitled “Can a connection to nature foster 
children’s spiritual development?”  I felt this workshop just added to the momentum we had built 
the previous year.  In my opinion, wholistic care and education is a piece that is currently missing 
in the existing system of childcare, elementary education and higher education.  We talk a lot 
about body and mind and very little about heart and soul.  Spirituality is a term that may evoke 
thoughts of a certain religion or religious beliefs, but my interpretation of the word is that it is not 
at all synonymous with the word religion.  I really like William Bennet’s definition of spirituality 
- “The training of the heart and mind toward good.”2  Since I was not raised in an environment 
(both home and school) that promoted the connection of mind, body and soul, I have felt for 
many years a very strong urge to develop this area.  As a parent, I have learned that spirituality is 
already very present in young children.  My two-year-old son has taught me so much about 
presence, wonder and wisdom!  And I have found that nature is a beautiful way to foster my 
spiritual development and my child’s.  
                                                
1 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco:  Sierra Club Books, 1988), p. 131. 
2 William J. Bennett, The Book of Virtues for Young People:  A Treasury of Great Stories 
(New York:  Simon & Schuster, 1993). 
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     I intend to continue the conversations with teachers on the importance of getting in tune with 
themselves and their children and beholding all of the wonders nature offers to us.  And my inner 
work is never finished!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trish Nelson has worked with The Guilford County Partnership for Children for nearly ten years. 
She holds a B.S. in Early Childhood from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro.  Her 
hardest and most rewarding job is being a mother.  
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Path of St. Francis 
 

by 
 

Larry Petrovick 
 
 
 

April 19, 2009 
 

 
     The Inner Life of the Child in Nature has added a new dimension to my life.  I look at creation 
differently.  Creation is not only a resource for humans, but also a subject that is related and inter-
related to other parts of creation.  On one occasion, educator Sandy Bisdee took our group out to 
do a “behold” exercise.  We were invited to behold a certain natural subject and spend some time 
with it.  This was the beginning of a new relationship, no longer just learning the name of a plant 
or tree, but learning something of itself:  its structure, detail, where it grows, how it relates to 
others in its environment, what it reminds me of, its metaphor, or question.  When one spends 
time with a person, a place or subject of creation, a relationship begins to develop.   Behold 
moments can help tune us more into seeing God in creation.  My glimpses or behold moments, 
over the last two months or so have been harbingers of spring.  It seems with several days of 
warm weather, the Earth is waking up.  I hear the call of the morning dove, robin, and house 
finches.  The flowering cherry, red maples, wild pear, are blooming.  Daffodils have emerged and 
are blooming. The redbuds and dogwoods are blooming. Some of the grass is greening.  
 
     St Francis of Assisi had a close relationship with creation.  For Francis, creation reflected God 
the Creator.  In his prayer “Canticle to Brother Sun,” Francis calls the sun, Brother, the water, 
Sister, the earth, Sister Mother Earth. 
 
     Eight hundred and one years ago, on February 24, 1208, Francis heard the Gospel words 
“Proclaim the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  St. Francis of Assisi chose to live a life of faith, 
simplicity and a life not dependent on possessions.  He had a deep inter-relationship with 
Creation.  How do our lives proclaim that God’s kingdom of heaven is at hand, right here, right 
now among us, in who we are and what we do with each other and how we treat God’s creation? 
  
     Part of my practice is to design a trail of the area around the Franciscan School and the 
Catholic Community of St. Francis of Assisi.  I am a member there.  An Administrator at the 
parish asked me to create a trail.  The more I thought about the idea, it became clear that the trail 
is not a typical trail of a cleared path to destinations, but a path of reflection about how certain 
elements of creation on the school/church campus connect to God by way of reflection and Bible 
verses, metaphors and questions and discussion with others.  So here is a beginning and this path 
has no end since there is always something new to discover. 
 
     In 2006, I was asked by a member of the Franciscan School Environmental Committee to go 
outside into the woodlot and wetland and find real life examples that would help affirm the 
teaching in the classrooms.  Here are some of those discoveries. 
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The quartz rock boulders:  They contain minute amounts of water trapped within the rock that 
give the rock an opaque white color.  Millions of years ago when the molten rock was formed, it 
contained water.  Imagine.  Rock and water.  Rock is very hard; particularly the quartz is one of 
the hardest rocks that there is.  See Matthew 7: 25.  What is the foundation of your life?  
 
 
Living water:  Within a hollow stump attached to a living tree behind the breezeway, between 
the church and the school, there is living water.  Growing near the Lewis’ Heartleaf community, 
there is a stump that fills after heavy rains.  It sustains its micro-life within a small font of holy 
water.  Living water.  What biblical stories do you remember about living water?  See John 4: 11.  
What has been a “living water” experience for you?  Did you know that the water we have today 
is the same water that has been around since the dinosaurs walked the earth?  Where do you 
suppose the water could be now, that was around when Jesus was baptized in the river Jordan? 
 
 
Rocky soil:  North of the walkway between the school and the church, there is a patch of rocky 
ground.  The Bible relates that Word of God falls on it, but the shallow soil keeps the grain from 
growing.  See Matthew 13: 5.  What has been a rocky ground experience in your life? 
 
 
Treetops:  The treetops of the woodlot, remind me of the short and insignificant Zaccheus 
climbing the sycamore tree (Luke 19: 1-6).  He was small and insignificant, but persevered.  He 
did something out of the ordinary and climbed the sycamore to see Jesus. Did you know that the 
wetland between the Franciscan School and the parking lot is a beginning of the Sycamore creek 
watershed?  A watershed is a place where water collects and feeds a certain water body such as a 
stream, river or lake.  Sycamore Creek eventually flows into the Neuse River, the Atlantic Ocean.  
What are we doing to take care of God’s creation of the Sycamore Creek watershed?  What 
“sycamore trees” are you and I willing to climb to see Jesus?  
 
 
Brother Lewis and the Sweet Gum:  Behind the school, there is a plant community called 
Lewis’s Heartleaf.  A member of the ginger family that only grows in community and not by 
itself, this plant community has evergreen, heart-shaped leaves, connected to stems that can share 
the same rhizome.  “Brother Lewis,” as St. Francis of Assisi may have called this plant, has an 
important inter-relationship to the towering sweet gum where it cooperatively lives.  The Lewis’s 
Heartleaf situation is a microcosm of life.  The sweet gum and Brother Lewis live very close to 
each other.  One would think that the large sweet gum would out-compete the small and 
insignificant population of Lewis’ Heartleaf, but instead, they thrive together. Perhaps this is what 
we are invited to do, to live abundantly together both the rich and the poor.  Perhaps we are 
invited to live abundantly and in relationship with creation. How can we do that beginning in our 
own community? 
 
Brother Lewis’s story is a story of relationships, and interrelationships, of strength, massiveness 
and power, together with vulnerability and weakness, the young and old, suffering, broken hearts 
and the dying, all interconnected, growing in close relationship and increasing, all in a “peaceable 
kingdom”.   What might the unseen underground part of the plants look like?  This little plant 
community is rare and vulnerable to extinction in North Carolina. It is listed on the Watch List 1, 
occurring in 18 counties in North Carolina, and has been previously documented in 11 locations 
in Wake County.  This location could be the 12th. 
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The Lewis’s Heartleaf has incredible beauty and symbols. In some of the leaves, in the central 
vein pattern of the Lewis’ Heartleaf, one can see the shape of the Tau.  The Tau is the signature or 
mark that St. Francis used in signing his writings.  The three petal-like sepals of the flower 
remind some people of the “three in oneness” of the Trinity.  Most of the hearts of the Lewis’s 
Heartleaf are whole but some are broken hearts with the brokenness going through the middle of 
the heart, somewhat reflecting the suffering and the sick of our community. 
 
This year the Catholic Community of St. Francis of Assisi Parish in Raleigh has taken up the 
theme, “Conversion: New Heart, New Hope.”  The Lewis’ Heartleaf invites conversion of heart 
to look at God’s Creation as a reflection of God Himself and to see God in creation. What bible 
stories speak to you of God speaking through his creation?  See Genesis 1:12.  
 
 
The Baby Oak Forest:  Across from the school playground there are some large white oaks. 
There, beneath, is a mini forest of white oak seedlings a few inches tall.  What speaks through 
these seedlings of hope and encouragement?  What wisdom can the old oaks share with us? 
 
 
The Wind-Thrown Trees:  In the wetland area there are several wind-thrown trees.  A strong 
wind blew the trees over during a storm event, probably when Hurricane Fran came through in 
1996.  For the last many years, these wind-thrown and uprooted trees created a void in the 
wetland where their root balls once connected to the earth.  Now, it’s a place where salamanders 
lay their eggs and their young hatch.  It’s a vernal (temporary) pool where the young amphibians 
have no worry about fish predators, since the pond is seasonal.  The wind changed what could 
have been a tall arboreal home for birds or squirrels into a home for salamanders.  The trees were 
converted from one kind of wildlife home or habitat to another.  In your life, what story can you 
recall about how one situation converted your inner landscape into some new habitat?  
  
One of the trees is still alive.  I believe it is a yellow poplar.  The wind that downed the tree was 
strong.  But stronger yet was the tree’s tenacity to survive.  Interestingly, the tree lives today.  Its 
branches are different now than when the seed was first planted.  The lateral branches no longer 
reach outwards and upwards, but just plain upwards. In the Bible, how has the wind spoken to the 
apostles of Jesus?  How has a “windstorm” in your life changed your reach or direction?  What 
did you learn? 
 
 
The Lightning-Struck Oak:  Behind the school, there is a lightning struck oak.  A long peal of 
bark is missing from near the top to the bottom of the trunk.  Recalling the stories of scripture, 
what story in the Bible speaks of a lightning strike?  How has the strike affected the person in the 
story?  
 
 
Thorns of the Greenbrier:  Within the wetland area there are several areas that contain 
greenbrier.  The greenbrier is a woody vine that has large thorns on it.  An old friend of mine by 
the name of Mike was a forester.  As he tried to maintain a prayerful space in his work in the 
woods, whenever he was jabbed by a sharp thorn, the pain made him reflect on pain that Christ 
suffered when he was given the crown of thorns.  See Matthew 13: 22.  
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An Herb of Healing: the Jewelweed:  Along the creek behind the Franciscan School there 
grows a healing herb.  It’s called jewelweed or touch-me-not.  This herb has a chemical within 
the plant’s sap that can immediately take the itch away from poison ivy.  The jewelweed often 
grows nearby poison ivy plants.  What stories of healing come to mind when you think of Jesus 
healing people? 
 
 
Birds:  Birds are frequent visitors to the wetland and woodlot at the Franciscan School.  House 
finches, gold finches, rufus sided towhees, Carolina wrens, robins, sparrows all frequent the area. 
The following reading came from Job, but it sounds like it could have easily been from Thomas 
Berry or St. Francis of Assisi, both whom saw creation as a mirror of the Creator God.  Job 12: 7-
10. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Larry Petrovick has over thirty years experience in natural resources management.  He has 
worked in several federal agencies in the management of natural resources and has worked as 
a natural resources conservationist for the Wake Soil and Water Conservation District for 
over 27 years. Larry graduated from NC State University in Conservation of Natural 
Resources and is a former board member of the Inter-Faith Food Shuttle, and Food Runners 
Collaborative.  He is a graduate of Leadership Triangle and currently serves on the Board of 
the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World.  Larry is interested in learning 
and helping others learn about the interconnections of finding God in the presence of His 
creation as St Francis of Assisi did. Larry is an avid gardener, enjoys the outdoors as well as 
cooking and photography. 
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Reawakening to the Natural World 
 

by 
 

Beth Sherron  
 

 
A child’s world is fresh and new and beautiful, full of wonder and excitement. It is our 
misfortune that for most of us that clear-eyed vision, that true instinct for what is 
beautiful and awe-inspiring, is dimmed and even lost before we reach adulthood.1  
 

~   Rachel Carson 
 
 

     As a child, I always had an affinity for nature.  I loved to chase butterflies and catch fireflies.  I 
would spend hours watching ants come and go out of their underground home and sometimes 
helped them find food by placing a few cracker crumbs along their path.  One of my favorite 
pastimes was to sit on the water’s edge and fish with my father.  It was from him that I gained a 
wealth of insight and appreciation for the natural world.  
 
     Unfortunately, as I grew older, I began to spend less and less time outdoors.  I gradually 
increased my time in front of the television and therefore decreased my time observing nature’s 
ongoing performances.  It happened subconsciously, and I never realized my disengagement until 
much later.  
 
     When I entered high school, my world was virtually void of natural interactions.  I would 
wake up early, go to the school building to learn, come home to watch television before going to 
the computer to complete my latest homework assignments.  Surely, there were many days when 
I passed amazing sights and sounds of nature in my comings and goings, but my mind was racing 
with other interests, and my attention to the ecological environment around me was limited to a 
few trips to the park or an assignment for Environmental Studies class. 
  
     It was not until I entered college that I realized how much my relationship with the natural 
world had regressed.  I was fortunate to have wonderful professors who slowly reintroduced me 
to my natural environment.  My favorite day on campus was when we held class outside under 
the lofty magnolia tree just in front of our building.  We were instructed to lie hidden beneath the 
tree’s branches in order to consider the world from another vantage point.  I can vividly 
remember how the sunlight was trickling down through the leaves and landing on my chest and 
legs.  We spent several minutes in silence and listened to the sounds around us, sometimes of 
birdcalls, other times of people talking as they sauntered past.  It was enlightening to share this 
moment with my fellow colleagues. Without being “assigned” to do it, we would likely have 
never been found hiding under the overarching arms of this magnolia.  Because of our professor’s 
dedication to developing the whole student (mind, body, and soul), we were able to experience a 
bonding moment that would strengthen our imaginative capacities and create a lasting memory.  

                                                
1 Rachel Carson, A Sense of Wonder.   Introduction by Linda Lear (New York:  HarperCollins, 
1998), p. 54. 
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     As I began to slowly reconnect with the natural world day-by-day, I was presented with a 
wonderful opportunity to attend a week-long “Teaching with Nature” summer camp in the North 
Carolina mountains at Turtle Island Preserve.  It was at this camp that my consciousness 
thoroughly healed its relationship with the natural world.  The Turtle Island staff preserves the 
ways of our ancestors through their everyday simple living.  They rely on the land to provide for 
their needs, and the leadership for the camp provides unlimited examples of how to care for the 
earth in a deep, mindful, and spiritual way.  I left camp with a new awareness of my role within 
the larger earth story.  I was empowered to go out and seek more opportunities to be actively 
engaged in the natural world so as not to revert away again.  
 
     It was soon after my Turtle Island experience that I first came to the Center for Education, 
Imagination and the Natural World.  As I returned to the academic world of college, I didn’t want 
to lose this intimate connection to the natural world.  In a search for positive, encouraging 
mentors who could foster my journey of renewal and rediscovery, I came to CEINW as a garden 
intern.  This was a blessed opportunity on many levels because I was able to have weekly 
communion with the forest on solo hikes, get to know each of the garden’s plants, as well as 
converse with wonderfully connected staff members who continue to serve as integral guides in 
my earth journey to this day.  
  
     Since my reawakening in college, I have made a deliberate attempt to be more purposeful in 
my actions to honor and protect the earth as well as in educating others about the natural world.  I 
take time each day to notice.  I notice the height of the grass, the direction of the wind, the color 
of the sky, and the songs of the birds.  I watch the rabbits play on the lawn, the turkeys feast in 
the fields, and the vultures soar in the sky.  In taking time to appreciate these creatures, big and 
small, I then have a greater motivation to protect and preserve the entire habitat which sustains 
them.  
 
     My passion for the natural world is now woven into the fabric of my classroom so that I can 
pass along my love of the earth to the next generation.  Early on in the school year, my students 
learn of my love for nature.  Killing insects is against our classroom code of conduct, and fragile 
nature “finds” are always welcomed show-and-tell items.  This year, we have had a classroom pet 
named Hobo the Spider who has lived behind our bookshelf.  Occasionally, he comes out to learn 
alongside us.  One student brought in a slug that was about 3 inches long when crawling 
outstretched on my hand.  Another student caught two frogs with his friend to bring in during our 
unit on the life cycle of frogs.  It always warms my heart to hear students tell stories of all the 
creatures they have noticed both at home and at school.  I am pleased to know that they still claim 
the natural world as theirs, viewing it with eyes of curiosity, imagination and amazement.  I 
encourage them to continue on their path of discovery and explore nature’s many complexities.  It 
is my prayer for them that they would hold onto that passionate relationship throughout childhood 
and adolescence, carrying it into adulthood so that they may pass it on to their own children and 
grandchildren.  If they do that, they will likely have no need for a reawakening as I did. 
 
Beth Sherron is an elementary school teacher, environmental enthusiast, and world traveler. She 
first came to CEINW as a college student and participated in the garden internship program. She 
graduated from Elon University in 2007 as a NC Teaching Fellow with a degree in Elementary 
Education and a minor in Religious Studies. She currently teaches second grade at Stories Creek 
Elementary School in Roxboro, NC.  Beth is also a camp counselor at Turtle Island Preserve in 
Deep Gap, NC. In addition, Beth has a passion for travel and ventures around the globe to 
volunteer in places such as Mexico, Mozambique, and Tanzania whenever possible. 
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The Trees Shall Clap Their Hands 
 

by 
 

Susan Steinberg 
 
 
 

For you shall go out in joy and be led back in peace; 
The mountains and the hills before you shall burst into song, 

And all the trees of the forest shall clap their hands.   
 

~Isaiah 55:12 
 

 
 
       My dedicated intention was to reflect on the texts and themes of the Christian year and on my 
own experiences of magical moments in the natural world. I wanted to discover if, in my own 
interior life, I could develop a clearer sense of the correspondence between the story of faith I 
adhere to and the story of non-human forms of life on earth. While in many ways I feel like I am 
just beginning this journey of discovery, I have been profoundly moved by what I observed 
during the designated time frame for our presence and practice program. 
 
       As Thomas Berry said, there is a “deep psychic shift needed to withdraw us from the 
industrial world and the deceptive gifts that it gives us.” Indeed, “only our sense of the sacred will 
save us.”  I believed these words when I first heard them at one of our gatherings, but now I am 
experiencing the truth of them for myself.  
 
       The psychic shift my dedicated intention has prompted in me concerns the unfolding drama 
of the relationship between God and creation recorded in scripture, and what learnings might be 
relevant to both my own understanding of the connection between faith and care for the earth and 
to my ministry with others (children and families) who share these interests. I had a general 
impression that the Biblical narrative was full of references to the natural world before I began 
my practice, but I never imagined I would have that impression confirmed in so many different 
parts of the text. I now see that from the beginning, there is a “communion of subjects” (to 
borrow from Berry once more) throughout the texts. Again and again, humans, living creatures 
and the earth itself depend on one another, encourage one another, suffer and rise again 
together—and God seems to have intended it that way all along. 
 
       I only read through a fraction of the Bible during the practice time frame, as I focused on the 
appointed lectionary reading for each Sunday. Even so, I found that almost every week there was 
at least one reading that involved a significant encounter in the natural world. There are many 
ways to categorize these encounters, and the more I examine scripture through this lens the 
broader my categories will become. For the sake of this summary, however, I will use the two 
categories that were most helpful to me: the centrality of place and creation as an active 
participant.  
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       Place is where we are specifically located. We are in relationship with the world immediately 
around us, are shaped and transformed by it and meet God in it; place includes not just the people 
but the earth and all living things we are in contact with.  In Genesis 28, for instance, Jacob runs 
away from his family and spends a night outdoors with no shelter and only a stone for a pillow. 
He dreams of angels going up and down a ladder, from earth to heaven, and then God tells him 
that the land on which he lies will be the land of his family for generations. “Surely God was in 
this place, and I did not know it!” he exclaims, naming the place Bethel (the house of God), and 
then making an altar out of the very stone he used for a pillow. A short while later Jacob wrestles 
with a mysterious man in the middle of the night, prevails, and then is given the new name of 
Israel. Jacob calls that place Peniel, which means the face of God, because that is where he saw 
God face to face.  
 
       Wilderness, deserts, rivers, mountains--there are many other Biblical accounts of personal, 
life-changing encounters with the holy in the midst of what seem to be ordinary places in the 
natural world. Some of these encounters happen as if by accident, and some are intentional. Either 
way, using the language of our Presence and Practice program, we can think of these characters’ 
experiences alone in the natural world as some of the first recorded “solos.” Jacob’s solo stands 
out because he both notices God “in this place” and follows that noticing with an act of reverence. 
Though it takes him a while, Jacob eventually develops the sense of the sacred that Thomas Berry 
advocates, and thus becomes a model for us all.  
 
 
 
       Creation as active participant is another dominant theme that surfaced during my practice. 
The quote from Isaiah 55, at the beginning of this report, is just one of countless descriptions of 
creation as a dynamic living entity. “Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and 
righteousness will look down from the sky,” says Psalm 85; “creation waits with eager longing 
for the revealing of the children of God,” Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, chapter 8, 
“creation has been groaning in labor pains until now.”  Over the centuries in which the Biblical 
texts were written, the writers seem to share an understanding of the whole creation as something 
that has the capacity for a range of deep emotions, from longing to groaning, and of various 
individual elements of creation as likewise having the ability to express themselves through 
gestures of praise and faithfulness.  
 
       Sometimes creation responds to God or to God’s people, as above, and sometimes it takes the 
initiative. In the story of Moses’ call to become a leader of God’s people, for instance, God 
speaks to Moses through a burning bush. Moses is the one who must respond to the voice calling 
out from the heart of the nearby landscape; he must become aware of God in the most unexpected 
location, not in human form but in the form of a bush. A very different example comes in the 
gospels’ account of the tragic story of Peter’s denial of Jesus: it is a cock who takes initiative, and 
interacts with Peter’s words as if he and Peter are in sync. The rooster comes in on cue, sadly 
signaling Peter’s lies.  
  
       Noah’s trust in and dependence on a dove, Daniel’s friendship with lions, Jesus’ reference to 
a fig tree (“From the fig tree learn its lesson,” Mark 13) . . .throughout the Old and New 
Testaments creatures and creation are a critical and reliable source of God’s revelation, 
transformation and redemption. In a wide variety of contexts, there appears to be a true 
“communion of subjects.” Again, what inspiration and encouragement for this generation! 
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       As the natural world continues to be devastated by the abuse and neglect of humanity, I am 
newly encouraged by the age-old testimony of my tradition. In the portions of the text I read 
during my practice, I was heartened to discover that the Biblical narrative runs deep in 
“Beholding” moments.  I look forward to sharing what I learned, using my new practice-inspired 
exegetical lens to study scripture, and deepening my faith by beholding magical moments in the 
natural world in whatever place I may find myself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Susan Steinberg is an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church, USA who has served as the 
Associate Pastor for Children's Ministries at United Church of Chapel Hill (a United Church of 
Christ congregation) since August of 2002. Her ministry includes working with families and 
parishioners of all ages who have a deep concern and care for the state of the natural world. 
She sustains a sense of awe of the wonders of creation through long walks with her family and 
dog in Bolin Forest, which is just minutes from her home. 
 
 



Notes from the Mountains 
 

by 
 

Chris Webster 
 
 

 
Introduction 
 
     It was my stated goal to help be instructive for my church by providing eco-news articles for 
inclusion in either the monthly Post or the weekly on-line Epistle, both publications of the 
church.  We have a wealthy, influential congregation with a nascent awareness of their role in 
managing their environmental footprints or co-creating Berry’s cosmogenesis.  Humanity’s 
current cosmology is evolving rapidly.  If our narrative is to move toward a numinous and benign 
presence in concord with universal ascendency and alignment, we need to become more keenly 
aware of our impact in the present.  The articles I intended were to include practical information 
about environmental issues and eco-healthy adaptations.  However, the articles never took flight 
for several reasons.  I accepted a job in Madison County, had major back surgery in the fall, and 
both publications were changed to a scripted format less receptive to the kind of educational 
topics I had intended. (For an eye-opening look at human impact on the planet, see 
www.myfootprint.org and www.thestoryofstuff.com.)  
 
     Instead, and more appropriate to my actual life experience, I have chosen to chronicle my 
impressions and encounters with the people and with the nature of these western North Carolina 
Appalachian Mountains.  As a teacher here I am further positioned to observe and apply Tobin 
Hart’s insights into the spiritual lives of these rural young people.  I have listened for their ways 
of knowing and heard them asking ageless, immense questions about eternal relationships to 
boundless infinities.  Since children, as R. Buckminster Fuller asserted, have had more recent 
contact with the spiritual world than adults, they have a joyful wisdom to be listened to: 
“Children are our elders in universal time, because they’ve come into an evolved world as more 
evolved beings.”1  
 
      In place of imposing a new, perhaps contrived, practice such as the church postings, I have let 
“The Inner Life of the Child in Nature” initiative support and further my inclination toward a life 
style of voluntary simplicity as well as to open my heart more effectively to young people.  In this 
way, these two years with the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World at 
Timberlake Farm have been an inspirational asset in furthering my spiritual transformation. 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Many quotations attributed to Fuller are hard to trace because of the many seminars, lectures 
and interviews he conducted.  The Buckminster Fuller Institute ascribes all of the quotes used in 
this paper to Fuller as indicated.  Another reference is www.quotationspage.com. The 
Buckminster Fuller Institute suggests that the quotes regarding children likely came from 
Education Automation, one of Fuller’s books. 



Preamble 
 
     These mountains tell a tale and offer us a glimpse both back in time and forward to fond 
aspirations for our relationship with the natural world.  If we continue to violate immutable laws 
of nature, the tale will be a sad one indeed.  Nature changes, of course, so I am not referring to a 
static relationship in which soil, plants and animals are the laws; more aptly the laws of physics 
and chemistry relative to matter and energy direct and undergird all cosmologies.  However, if we 
can see that we presently are in a state of denial about how we are living in opposition to natural 
currents; if we can recognize our freefall and visualize that this wilderness world contains a 
harmonious paradigm for the future, the safety net that we can maintain and emulate to keep us 
from hitting bottom, then the tale is a hopeful one.  In Buckminster Fuller’s words:  “Nature is 
trying very hard to make us succeed, but nature does not depend on us.  We are not the only 
experiment.”2  
 
     Looking recently back we see a pristine world of vibrant animal life living amidst giant, 
centuries-old trees and mountain flora.  This is documented for us by early native cultures, 
original European explorers, and by the fact of the many rivers that used their irresistible 
meanderings to sculpt precipitous cliffs and expose timeless rocks and fossils along water-worn 
riverbanks.  Looking yet more briefly forward, we see the giant steel earthmovers scarring the 
land to make way for another freeway, another gated community, another prosaic and non-
essential mall.  (The extreme irony of that endeavor is simple:  the wilderness that the road is 
being built to visit is being buried beneath the road.)  This “convenience development” is a 
metaphor for all that we have been doing wrong in our relationship to our mother and is in stark 
contrast to a healthy cultural narrative.  Will we realize this in time?  Can we change the incipient 
tale that will be our legacy?   

 
     I recall distinctly the first time I spent several consecutive weeks among these ridges.  There 
was a break in our schedule at Glory Ridge and I headed to Greensboro for our July meeting at 
Timberlake.  The feeling I had as I left the simple mountain routine was one I could not articulate 
that first time.  As I approached Asheville I began to imagine all the “things” I needed, all the 
stores where I should stop.  In time this became a matter of metacognition for me and I began to 
deal with it in real terms, eventually by-passing all that non-essential consumption.  It did take, 
like any addiction, a time of awakening before I could act on the insanity I had bought into:  the 
cultural imperative of non-essential consumption which placed economic growth above natural 
law.  This imperative and its resultant ally, unbridled entitlement to limited natural resources, 
have worked together to not only destroy our relationships with nature and each other, but to 
decimate nature and leave all of creation on the brink of despair.  We have buried our symbiosis 
with the universe beneath an avalanche of dissonant desires for inanimate “stuff”.  All of our 
despair will amount to nothing, however, if we do not change our practices.   This was and 
remains a hard lesson for me. 
 
     I believe we must wake up, become aware and put our soulful connection to the natural world 
back at the center of our hearts and actions.  Some people will not awaken.  Others will not care.  
Many will oppose a re-connection to an instinct for sharing nature.  Humans are an adjunct of 
nature; yet, we may believe our free will to be a natural law itself rather than a gift of grace or, 
perhaps, an anomalous mutation.  Certainly, we will devise our own kinds of changes.  Whatever 
changes are wrought by humankind will have a natural consequence.  Could we be destined to 
eradicate our own species by constructing a discordant presence among more compelling forces 
such that a coherent natural order must be restored?  One has to wonder.  We will ask many 
                                                
2 Buckminster Fuller, Interview in the Minneapolis Tribune, April 30, 1978. 



questions along the way.  Do we need or want to change?  May we rely on science, our own 
intentionality or fear-filled faith for a dramatic panacea?   How can we repair our detachment 
from the unfolding universe?   Thomas Berry may give us a simple starting point:  “The universe 
is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects.”3 
 
First Thoughts  
 
     This was my second summer to spend in these mountains as the director of a youth camp 
called Glory Ridge, and my fourth summer to spend time at the camp.  Since the “Ridge” (in 
2003) provided my first impression of this area, it will serve as my starting point.  The “Ridge” 
itself is a primitive and rustic camp consisting of seven unobtrusive buildings that form a semi-
circle below the crown of a steep knob jutting suddenly up from the French Broad River below.  
The river, a swift and precarious carving knife through these rugged old mountains, splashes and 
surges along as a comforting background of natural symphonies.   

 
     On the “Ridge’s” southeast boundary, among thick, new forest, winds a lazy stream feeding 
the French Broad along its journey toward the Tennessee.  Ridge upon ridge divided by streams, 
creeks and rivers, alternately clothed in plush clouds, soft mist or radiant sunshine spread out 
across the horizon from every vantage point.  The old forest is gone, clear-cut decades ago and 
replaced by young growth.  Adolescent deciduous and evergreen trees lament the chestnut, lost to 
blight, and the thinning hemlock, soon to be lost as well.  The flora in contrast to the mountains is 
like a baby cradled by a wizened sage.  Europeans, not the once indigenous Cherokee and Creek, 
wrought this change in a clamor for resources to build a new frontier and extort fortunes from the 
old mountains.  Even today, logging, mining and quarrying continue in the area but with such 
restraint to leave it hidden from our consciousness.  Glory Ridge overlooks a broad vista of this 
unfolding natural history.  
 

 
                                                
3 Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme, The Universe Story: From the Primordial Flaring Forth to 
The Ecozoic Era -- A Celebration of the Unfolding of the Cosmos  (New York: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), p. 243. 
 



 
     This rugged landscape and the severe weather discouraged the Cherokee and Creek from ever 
establishing permanent settlements in these mountains.  There is no archeological evidence that 
anything other than temporary hunting camps were here.  The Spanish (DeSoto) only passed 
quickly through this area.  Westward settlement by Europeans came not from the east, but from 
the west and north by people who had by-passed or disregarded the area decades before due to its 
rugged terrain and harsh weather.  Even today the population is sparse and impact from the local 
inhabitants is minimal, (19,000 inhabitants live among these 452 square miles of mountainous 
terrain).   However, population growth from the southern sub basins has begun to encroach on 
these high mountains.  Million dollar vacation homes have been built by families primarily from 
Florida and the Gulf Coast. Asheville residents are extending their suburbs into the area. Land 
speculators have bought huge tracts of land to parcel for re-sale at prices far beyond the means of 
local residents.  

 
     Last summer I visited a new real estate office in Marshall that was offering acre tracts for 
$79,000 (an acre is required for any home since every home must have a well and septic system).  
Those are now being offered for $39,000.  Regardless, there were families displaced by the sale 
of this land to speculators.  Land values exclude locals from living in or near their ancestral 
homes and property taxes increase for everyone in the county.  Gated communities, (read 
Zigmunt Bauman’s Liquid Modernity!), are being developed on mountain slopes and peaks often 
causing run off that ruins local streams for fishing and alters the appeal of the once virgin 
wonderland.  The largest development is Wolf Laurel along the northeastern slopes of the county.  
It is planned to contain 400 homes and become the largest community in Madison.  Many of the 
homes are screwed and anchored into the sides of mountains.  Erosion and potential erosion 
coupled with the effects of the planned Wolf Laurel air field, which will cover the Mars Hill town 
watershed, portend major problems for the water supplies to Mars Hill and Marshall (Wolf Laurel 
will tap the Mars Hill aquifers), as well as creating a huge change in natural habitats. 
 
 
 

 
   



     The new highways, (US I-26 from Kingsport, TN, at I-81 through Asheville and on to 
Charleston, SC, and 19S, connecting I-26 at Mars Hill to Burnsville, Spruce Pine and beyond 
along Hwy 221 to Blowing Rock and Boone), mar the land and push nature acres back on both 
sides of these huge paved freeways that will eliminate wetlands and welcome flooding and more 
erosion.  The feldspar mining above Spruce Pine by 3M and others has left immense, raw, gaping 
wounds on the mountains there, ironically in clear sight of and proximity to the Penland Folk Arts 
Center.  In every case the scenario is the same:  natural forests and generational farms are being 
turned into private homes by land speculators, consequent access highways assault the landscape 
and the amenities of consumption and convenience are wrought with malevolent effect.  (It is 
estimated that at our current rate of consumption we would require the resources of over six 
Earths to create the average American lifestyle for all people of this planet alive today.)  The 
resultant denuding of land, destruction of mountain wildlife habitats, and erosion of topsoil and 
rock faces is evident, yet unabated.  Why? 

 
Second Thoughts  
 
     Glory Ridge overlooks the French Broad on the western face of Madison’s Blue Ridge.  It is 
the rallying point for youth groups which come to Madison County for week-long pilgrimages to 
provide help for the less fortunate folks of the area.  Work crews move out daily through each 
week to pre-selected project sites where they work and worship with the local inhabitants and 
learn about this culture which is constrained by the capricious mountains and somewhat lost to 
the quickened pace of modern times.  

   
     A favorite moment for me occurred last summer following a week of constructing a handicap 
ramp for a 93-year-old former schoolteacher now living in the Spillcorn community.  Stella’s 
Social Security check had arrived and Ninya, her occasional caretaker, drove Stella the thirty 
some miles to Marshall’s main street (the only major street in this county seat of 800 town folk).  
I was pacing the sidewalk while waiting for a friend to pick me up when Ninya and Stella pulled 
up directly in front of me.  What a coincidence!  Stella beamed at me and was profuse in her 
thanks for the ramp as she made her way into Wachovia.  I realized that the simple ramp had 
restored an element of freedom to Stella, and perhaps had returned some dignity to her as well.  
She no longer had to wait for Ninya to carry her down the steps of the front porch in order to 
leave her house.  Simple things matter so much; we may even overlook their significance.  On the 
other hand, radical and rapid change seems to leave us feeling out of touch and discontent.  Stella 
taught me this in one knowing smile.  

 
     One must say that the local people, primarily descendants of the Scots-Irish who predominated 
the sparse settlement of this area, are both a shaping force and an implement shaped by the nature 
of the land.  They are, in fact, a reflection of the mountains.  This is a condition brought about by 
the remote and harsh terrain and weather, for nature is evident in its mastery here and those 
humans who have chosen to stay have accepted that fact.  Abiding with the land and its natural 
forces has proven to be much more commonsensical than attempting to force human will upon 
the land.   

 
     Farming is localized to the hollows and gradual hills that hold excellent top soil and which are 
fed by innumerable mountain springs, aquifers and natural wells.  The French Broad basin covers 
over 2,830 square miles and contains 4,136 miles of waterways.  Seven hundred sixty-two miles 
of this exist in Madison County.  Water defines the character of the land and its people’s fortunes.  
What grows best in the climate of four distinct seasons is what farmers will plant.  There is no 
vanity to force nature to accept what it will not tolerate.  Domesticated animals seem to fit the 
common joke that they grow legs longer on one side than the other in order to graze sideways 



along the slopes.   All of life understands that nature’s geometry is a genuine force, that nature’s 
physics is not adaptable. 

  
     Seasons are evident with colder weather the preeminent virtue.  Since the area is a temperate 
rainforest and receives more rain annually than almost any other area in the United States, all 
homes are built above the ground or are carefully water proofed.  No trailer home, of which there 
are many, is seen not to be on tall legs of concrete or stone.  The more elegant are enwrapped 
with a rippled tin to hide their underbellies.  Water erosion would be consequential were it not for 
the abundant undergrowth of ferns, lilies, laurel and, belatedly, kudzu.  Rain and snow are 
frequent, yet the convolutions of these old mountains divert and channel precipitation in 
unpredictable patterns.  It is possible to watch the rain on the next ridge and be completely dry.  
One may view the snow-covered furrows of a nearby hollow while watching only the vaguest of 
snowflakes float close at hand.  (Physically, a large county with a thin population, schools will 
often close because of snow in only one isolated area.)  
 
 

 
 

 
     The streams and rivers depend on the winter snows to fill them in the spring.  In the past few 
years the snows have been lighter and the winters warmer.  Consequently, the spring and summer 
waterways have been more shallow and much warmer.  Additionally, this area has not escaped 
the drought that has parched the southeast for several years.  Last summer the typically lucrative 
businesses that escort thousands of people on rafting trips down the French Broad from Marshall 
to Stackhouse found that trips which normally took an hour to make were taking three to four 
hours. Rafts continually became entangled in the rocks and natural jetties left by the receded 
waters.  At the apex of the season, Marshall announced that it was down to six weeks of water 
and running out quickly.  (Plans have been made to build a water pipeline from the Mars Hill area 
along Highway 213 to Marshall in order to share water supplies.  Unfortunately, the expansive 
development of second homes in the Wolf Laurel area above the watershed for Mars Hill may 
negatively impact both Mars Hill and Marshall in time.)  Generally, the land is lush and green and 
content with a good supply of water owing to four balanced seasons of regular precipitation and a 
wonderful topography for groundwater collection.  The cycle of life is evident here, born over 
and over again in this water-bathed world. 



 
     Throughout the mountains the wild life is diverse and unique in many respects.  The section of 
the French Broad from Marshall northwest to Hot Springs is home to several species of fish and 
amphibians which only thrive or are found in this area.  These include the Freshwater Drum, 
Banded Sculpin, Mooneye, Paddlefish, Hellbender salamander, French Broad Crayfish and 
Mudpuppy salamander.  The Eastern Spiny Soft shell Turtle and the Appalachian Elktoe (an 
endangered freshwater mussel) survive here as well.  These all have made a resurgence in recent 
years due to careful management.   (It is of continual interest to me that the ebb and flow of the 
well being of fauna depends so heavily on human activity.  Is it not hubris of the most cowardly 
kind to boast that we humans have managed to save wildlife from ourselves?  On the other hand, 
do we give ourselves too much credit in believing we will ultimately make a difference?  
Drawing on R. Buckminster Fuller’s insight:  “Everything you’ve learned in school as ‘obvious’ 
becomes less and less obvious as you begin to study the universe.  For example, there are no 
solids in the universe.  There’s not even a suggestion of a solid.  There are no absolute 
continuums.  There are no surfaces.  There are no straight lines.”  Is our reality real?)  
 
 

 
 
 

     Deer are abundant, bears are to be respected and I was very lucky to spot what many forest 
rangers deny still can be found here:  a mountain lion.  As I turned along a narrow ridge road, I 
surprised this large, dark brown and agile cougar crouched in the road less than twenty yards 
ahead.  It was only a brief encounter, yet exciting.  Snakes seemed to be everywhere last summer.  
I almost stepped on a beautiful, glittering black snake sunning next to my truck, witnessed snakes 
“running” like sidewinders across the roads and arrived at one home just as the “lady of the 
manor” was doing battle with an egg engorged black snake.  The snake had struck at her as she 
opened the coup and her only defense was either to run or to protect her chickens with a broken 
hoe blade close at hand.  Shortly she had separated the snake’s head from its body with frightened 
and spastic blows.  Nature is not always friendly. 



 
     Wild turkeys are frequently to be spotted.  On more than one occasion I have had turkeys cross 
back roads in front of me.  The most notable moment came on a sharp curve along the Big Laurel 
as a family of turkeys waddled across the road.   At my intrusion the young turkeys bounded with 
alacrity never to be expected of domestic turkeys, while the parents lifted into the air most 
gracefully.   Hawks and falcons spend afternoons riding the funneling air currents above the 
undulating terrain.  Birds I have never seen before perched on fence posts and among trees replete 
with nature’s bounty of seasonal berries.  One bird in particular I looked out for after the first 
time I saw it:  a beautiful turquoise body with jet black wings and a tuft of feather at the crest of 
its head had me mesmerized.  

 
     As yet I have not found out what we name that bird, and frankly, don’t really care to know.  
When I see it I will see it, I do not need to name it.  This is essential to my sense of the 
mountains:  in time I came to feel at home and had no need to calculate or enumerate or define 
the animals I saw.  I did not take them for granted, but came to understand that I was in their 
home and had no need to worry that they would “move out” as long as my presence was 
synchronous with their survival.  My sense is that only my poor relationship with nature could 
adversely affect a mutually beneficial relationship with life here, that I could try to drive nature 
away or live in harmony with it.  I have a choice.  

 
 

The Job 
 
     As Glory Ridge wound its summer to a halt, I decided to stick around to see what the other 
nine months offered.  I was hired to teach at the county’s one high school.  The job was not what 
I had hoped for.  In some ways I felt betrayed.  The job was offered as a special place for students 
with different learning styles.  They failed to tell me just how aberrant those learning styles were:  
many of the students assigned to the two of us (teaching all academics as well as shop and 
blacksmithing) had been court mandated to this program or sent as a last resort due to behavioral 
issues.  But, it was the cultural disparities between my flatlander persona and the mountain 
originals that made grist for the mill of discontentment at first.  
 

 



     Each day seemed a new adventure into understanding and acceptance.  Everyone, females 
included, carried pocketknives to school.  Many sported confederate flags on their attire or 
slogans that announced what is important to them.  I think, as a vegetarian, my favorite was this 
one worn by a very affable senior:  “There is a place for all of God’s creatures….right next to the 
potatoes and gravy.”  The ubiquitous and obvious faded circles in the back pockets of their 
Carhartt jeans reminded me that burley tobacco was the most successful money crop in this area 
for decades and is still farmed with some vigor, even while family farms are declining.  Both 
boys and girls put a pinch between cheek and gum whenever they think they can get by with it.  
This is so common that some teachers absolutely ignore it.  Parents who have been warned about 
their children’s use of snuff cared about where the money for the tobacco was coming from, but 
not the use of it.  Regardless, it seems to be a natural habit to spit…. most everyone spits and does 
so frequently and indiscreetly as if tobacco was simply an aid for the habit.  
 
     The outside world is not a specter of wonder and apprehension to these young people.  They 
have grown up with technology and carry their IPods and MP3s.  Everyone seems to have a cell 
phone, (even while 80% of the county is without computer connectivity).  Young people no 
longer see their futures tied to the land…farming is no longer profitable, or if it is, it is the 
outsider organic farmers who are making a living off of newly acquired land.  Few children raised 
in these mountains participate in farming, but they do know nature keenly.  As hunters, 
fishermen/women, four wheeler riders, tree climbers, trackers, gardeners, ginseng scavengers, 
vine swingers…. they know the mountains and its characteristics.  “Children are born true 
scientists.  They spontaneously experiment and experience and reexperience again.  They select, 
combine, and test, seeking to find order in their experiences—‘which is the mostest?, which is the 
leastest?’  They smell, taste, bite, and touch-test for hardness, softness, springiness, roughness, 
smoothness, coldness, warmness; they heft, shake, punch, squeeze, push, crush, rub and try to 
pull things apart.” R. Buckminster Fuller must have known these students of the mountains very 
well.  

 
     Youth drive big trucks at high speeds along narrow, winding roads.  They continue to abide by 
age-old cultural fascinations and appraise values fundamentally.  They love to bring guitars and 
banjos to school to play on a regular basis.  They talk about bodily functions openly and without 
discretion.  Many hate blacks, who they refer to in the worst means of speech, cuss “Mexicans” 
and honk at the tourists running in their designer tights.  They are rough with each other and 
“hard on the furniture”.  

 
     Contradictorily, they have an intrinsic quality of caring and fairness and will go out of their 
way for anyone in need.  There resides within them a quality of curiosity and invention that is 
fascinating to witness.  They reflect Tobin Hart’s belief that “another way of knowing – 
contemplation – has been recognized across time, culture and discipline as essential to the pursuit 
of knowledge and wisdom, yet it remains absent from today’s curriculum and pedagogy.”4  The 
famous mathematician/philosopher J. Bronowski, asserted in his seminal work The Ascent of 
Man, that human culture has developed through action and that the one most important 
characteristic that sets humans apart is their desire to do something well and once accomplished, 
wish to do it better…. humans distinctly take joy in doing and creating.  These youth, as all 
children, want to “do”.  Our cultural pitfall is not allowing them that opportunity.  While they 
could care less about NCDPI core curriculum, they can rebuild engines, frame out a house, lay a 
foundation, hunt with skill, and care for animals with a casual, confident authority.  Moreover, 
they can look with casual insight into the workings of adult ventures, contemplate hypocrisy and 
note it with unassailable logic.  They live comfortably in their skin and often dwell in 
                                                
4 Tobin Hart, Journal of Transformative Education (Volume 2, Number 1, January, 2004). 



contemplation.  Even so, they sense that the world is changing away from the familiar and away 
from heart wisdom.   

 
     Much of their resentment that drives their cruder and more prejudicial behaviors may stem 
from a keenly discerned impotence to live in concord with the land that is changing outside their 
influence.  These young people’s families are struggling.  They see others leaving, see farms 
disappearing and see the cavalier attitudes of the wealthy interlopers who intend to tame rather 
than respect nature.  Mountain youth are becoming distracted and detached and sense their future 
without the familiar land of their parents and grandparents.  They sense in their souls the loss of 
nature as the loss of a friend and they are tormented, even if they cannot articulate this.  
Therefore, they strike out at what threatens them and at apparitions of their imaginations, often 
irrationally.  Schools reinforce this sense of loss by working harder to overtly prepare young 
people for jobs only available outside the county.  Is this a realistic acquiescence or a rueful 
surrender?  Are the schools complicit in magnifying and expediting a perception of inscrutable 
and irresistible change?  There is no crystal ball.  Meanwhile, the youth feel adrift in uncertainty. 
 
 

 
 

 
     The young people here seem to be family oriented and know their kinfolks and neighbors well, 
often living with extended families.  Even those from broken homes typically live close to both 
parents.  There is a naïveté that foregoes humility and gets some in trouble, like the boys who 
earlier this year ate a lot of jimson weed and had to be hospitalized for several weeks, or the girls 
who are so quick to think that marriage is consummated on a first date in the back of a truck 
under a star-bespeckled, romantic sky. 
 



     What does this have to do with nature?  These are the humans within these mountains who still 
shape the land with free choice and who are shaped by the land.  Since the human population here 
has been consistent and meager in numbers for decades, this area is a microcosm of humanity in 
relative balance with nature.  However, this is not immutable.  New moneyed interests are 
moving into the area:  the gated communities and the million dollar ski homes bolted into the 
sides of denuded mountains are signs of changing times.  
  
     On a Friday night in Marshall, one can attend an old fashioned hoe down at The Depot where 
overalls prevail and nothing stronger than coke is served.  Walk two blocks to the new Folk Art 
Center and find classical music as a backdrop where men in Bermuda shorts sporting pony tails 
and women in tie dyed peasant blouses consume the best of California’s vineyards.  There is a 
near clash of cultures.  The one thing inevitably shared in common is an interest in nature.  While 
one group respects nature as an ally and companion, the other sees it as a cause or novelty.  And 
while these are dramatically different perspectives from drastically different viewpoints and life 
experiences, the resulting concerns are frequently coincidental.  

  
     In early February of this year I attended a county commissioners meeting which was an open 
forum for the community.  There were people from all over the county and many who had just 
recently moved here, some with new homes they were only visiting for a time.  Yet all of these 
people spoke in accord with the need to sustain the natural beauty of the county.  This was 
hopeful.  The local residents want to share the natural beauty, earn income from tourism and 
better their lifestyle while keeping the land, families and heritage intact.  The newer, often part- 
time, residents realize the potential for the profitability of change and may not be as inclined to 
keep things just as they are.  In fact, their very mounting presence and influence amends the 
present and re-molds the land.  A melding of perspectives will define the future. 
 
Final Notes 
 
     Each morning I arise before dawn, step out onto a deck that overlooks Marshall and the French 
Broad.  Always the sky seems so very close and vibrant and deeply dark but sparkling with 
brilliant fires of light.  Shortly, the dawn seems to bring the world to life.  Driving up from the 
town at river level, often shrouded in early morning fog, the quick climb brings me into clear 
visibility and soon into the sunlight emerging along the crest of so many old ridges etched against 
the blue tinted skyline.  By the time I have driven the mile up Walnut Creek to the high school I 
have ascended to the top ridgeline.  Walking to the third prefabricated building that makes up our 
“alternative campus”, I can see the shadows stepping back as they reveal the higher peaks to the 
north near Hot Springs and on into Yancey County.  
  
     In this wonderland once teeming with bison and Native American hunter/gathers, my first 
encounter with wild life never fails to be the scurrying of the mice all along my desk top.  I’m 
sure that given the chance, the chestnuts and the hemlocks, the huge tress of the by-gone forests, 
the bison and even the mice would quickly put humans out of mind and return this world to a 
natural order that discounted us.  It seems to me that in this high country people are out of place 
unless they are hardy and willing to live with nature, for certainly geography and weather work to 
keep this modest enclave as original as possible against the onslaught of outsiders. 

 
     This place of natural beauty is not something to be overcome, re-shaped on a whim, conquered 
or divided for its resources.  It is not a place that beckons to be used, but to be appreciated.  To 
appreciate nature again we will need to work from within, to change our inner heart/minds so that 
the lies of our culture are intensely visible, and we need to weep.  We cannot hope to alter culture 
if we think we are thriving in it; we cannot make a difference by working within the current value 



structure.  Current human culture is too powerful, seductive and self-sustaining for us to will it 
away.  We must shed it completely.  It is not possible to be a “little married” to the culture of 
consumption, or to recover from addiction by having fewer drinks in the saloon.  Nature is about 
the spirit of life and we should be about the business of, not saving the earth or saving ourselves, 
but of saving our collective souls.  For in nature reside our soulful connections to life 
affirmations.  In cooperative creation we may have the epiphany of profound and joyous 
inclusion in the natural universe.  Our hearts know this, which is why we often feel such despair 
and emptiness residing in a world of consumption and detachment.  Self betrayal is keenly 
apparent to our spirits.  
 
     There is a quantum leap that must be made to living simply and caring immensely.  The 
mountains give us a glimpse of that.  How often we might recommend a new movie or book to a 
friend:  “you should see this or that”, but seldom do we re-visit that movie or book again and 
again with the same joy.  Yet, we never tire of the moon, sun, stars, breezes, trees, colors, animals 
in the wild.  “Did you see that moon last night?”  “Doesn’t the sun feel wonderful?”  “It’s so 
pretty this time of year!”  “Spring is just around the corner!”  “The birds are certainly busy 
today!”  The natural world resonates in our souls because we are born of it and share a common 
mother.  We are stardust. 

  
     Nature never ceases to amaze and awe us no matter how many times we look at it.  Perhaps its 
fascination for us is its unpredictability and its certainty.  It is always a marvel and always 
completely out of our control to improve.  It will heal us if we let it.  The miracle is that we don’t 
have to do anything.  Just as nature would reclaim itself if we suddenly vanished, it will also 
allow us to share homeostatically with it.  We simply need to awaken.  

  
     “Life is either all spiritual or not spiritual at all.  No man can serve two masters.  Your life is 
shaped by the end you live for.  You are made in the image of what you desire.”5  
 

 
 
Chris Webster, vegetarian, pacifist, teacher, follower of Jesus the socialist. 

                                                
5 Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude  (New York:  Farrar and Giroux, 1958). 
 
 



Finding Peace Through Trees 
 

by 
 

Kelly Wolf 
 
     The definition of a tree, as found in the Encarta Dictionary, is the following: a large perennial 
woody plant: a woody perennial plant that grows to a height of several feet and typically has a 
single erect main stem with side branches.   To me, a tree is so much more than this definition.  It 
is through a tree that I find peace.  Through various readings and reflections, I have gained 
knowledge and understanding of how trees have played a role in the path and formation of my 
life. 
 
     Ever since I can remember, I have been drawn to trees.  When I was young, I remember a 
large tree in our front yard.  I could not tell you what kind of tree it was.  I was not so interested 
in knowing the names of trees at that time.  But, I do remember its trunk and branches.  I would 
climb the trunk of the tree and sit on the bottom branch or even hang from the branches.  I 
remember playing on the tree for long periods of time.  My mom and dad have a picture of me 
hanging in the tree in their photo album and I can still, vividly, remember that picture.   
 
     As I grew older, we moved to another house.  It was an older home with a lot of old trees in 
the yard, especially pine trees.  My dad was always working in the yard, picking up pinecones. 
He eventually talked me into doing the same, although I did not understand the point of it.  I 
thought it was part of nature and it did belong in the natural area, not in the garbage cans.  A 
favorite tree of mine in the yard was the large Magnolia Tree.  I loved its blossoms and its sweet 
smell.  I could just enjoy it and not have to do anything to it, like those pine trees! 
 
     When I was in high school and college, I began to hike and camp, and I treasured my 
memories of being with my friends and family in the natural world.  I believe I loved the 
simplicity in it all.  It was a way to escape the busy world and just relax and enjoy the beauty and 
simplicity that the natural world has to offer. 
 
     One of my favorite things to do was lay on the ground and look up at the trees above me.  I 
loved when a ray of sunlight would beam down on me through the shelter of the trees above. 
 
     When I graduated from college and began to work in the “real world” I became too busy to 
stop and take time to appreciate the natural world around me.  I was a teacher in a traditional 
classroom setting.  The way I taught the children was driven by the state Standard Course of 
Study.  Everything was very factual and there were not a lot of opportunities to allow children to 
learn for themselves through actual encounters in the natural world.  There was not enough time 
for free exploration.  The schedules and requirements were very rigid.  I was a new teacher and 
felt that I needed to follow the “rules” in fear that I would lose my job, even though I knew in my 
heart this was not the way I wanted to teach children. “Education is a natural process carried 
out by the human individual, and is acquired not by listening to words, but by experiences in 
the environment.”1 Maria Montessori 
 
                                                
1 www.dailymontessori.com/maria-montessori-quotes. 



     After my third year of teaching, I decided that I needed a change.  I was already feeling burned 
out from the rigidity of teaching.  I recalled one of my classes in college that taught us about 
different philosophies of teaching.  I remember learning about the Montessori Method and found 
it so intriguing.  I decided to do more research about Montessori and found that it seemed like a 
perfect fit for my own philosophy of teaching.  I found a job teaching in a Montessori Primary 
Classroom and began my yearlong training in Montessori.  Through my training, I was awakened 
again to the natural world.  “The land is where our roots are. The children must be taught to 
feel and live in harmony with the Earth.”2  Maria Montessori 
 
     During my Montessori Training, my husband and I bought our first home and I was so excited 
that our first home had a tree in the front yard, just as my home as a child did!  It was a Bradford 
Pear tree and I was always joyful when the flowers bloomed on the tree in the spring.  Behind our 
home, we had a backyard full of - PINE TREES!  Oh my, did that bring back memories of 
picking up those many pinecones.  I decided that I would not pick up the pinecones, that they 
belonged in the natural world, in nature, not the trashcan! “There is no description, no image in 
any book that is capable of replacing the sight of real trees, and all of the life to be found 
around them in a real forest.”3  Maria Montessori 
 
    When my daughter, Anna Katharine, was born, I bought a book called, Trees Make The Best 
Mobiles: Simple Ways to Raise Your Child in a Complex World by Jessica Teich and Brandel 
France de Bravo.  I was determined that we were going to live a simple life of time spent outside 
on a blanket under a tree, homemade baby food, cloth diapers and natural toys.  I had completed 
my Montessori training and was seeing the world through a new set of eyes.  I was ready to take 
on life through a different way of living.  Anna Katharine and I spent a lot of time outside going 
for walks, playing at the park and looking at flowers and trees at the Bog Garden and the 
Bicentennial Gardens.  Anna Katharine saw beauty in all things and experienced nature in a 
completely sensorial way.  She was teaching me to slow down and appreciate life.  I truly believe 
that God brought Anna Katharine into my life at His most perfect timing.  It is through this story, 
“Three Trees,” that I see this: 
 
Once there were three trees on a hill in the woods. They were discussing their hopes and dreams 
when the first tree said, "Someday I hope to be a treasure chest.  I could be filled with gold, silver 
and precious gems.  I could be decorated with intricate carving and everyone would see the 
beauty." 

The second tree said, "Someday I will be a mighty ship.  I will take kings and queens across the 
waters and sail to the corners of the world.  Everyone will feel safe in me because of the strength 
of my hull." 

The third tree said, "I want to grow to be the tallest and straightest tree in the forest.  People will 
see me on top of the hill and look up to my branches, and think of the heavens and God and how 
close to them I am reaching.  I will be the greatest tree of all time and people will always 
remember me." 

After a few years of praying that their dreams would come true, a group of woodsmen came upon 
the trees. 

                                                
2 Ibid. 
3 http://www.montessoritraining.blogspot.com/2008/04/celebrating-earth-day-in-montessori.html 



When one came to the first tree he said, "This looks like a strong tree, I think I should be able to 
sell the wood to a carpenter," and he began cutting it down. The tree was happy, because he 
knew that the carpenter would make him into a treasure chest. 

At the second tree the woodsman said, "This looks like a strong tree, I should be able to sell it to 
the shipyard." The second tree was happy because he knew he was on his way to becoming a 
mighty ship. 

When the woodsmen came upon the third tree, the tree was frightened because he knew that if 
they cut him down his dreams would not come true. One of the woodsmen said, "I don't need 
anything special from my tree, so I'll take this one", and he cut it down. 

When the first tree arrived at the carpenter's, he was made into a feed box for animals. He was 
then placed in a barn and filled with hay. This was not at all what he had prayed for. 

The second tree was cut and made into a small fishing boat. His dreams of being a mighty ship 
and carrying kings had come to an end. 

The third tree was cut into large pieces and left alone in the dark. 

The years went by, and the trees forgot about their dreams. Then one day, a man and woman 
came to the barn.  She gave birth and they placed the baby in the hay in the feed box that was 
made from the first tree.  The man wished that he could have made a crib for the baby, but this 
manger would have to do. The tree could feel the importance of this event and knew that it had 
held the greatest treasure of all time. 

Years later, a group of men got in the fishing boat made from the second tree.  One of them was 
tired and went to sleep. While they were out on the water, a great storm arose and the tree didn't 
think it was strong enough to keep the men safe.  The men woke the sleeping man, and He stood 
and said "Peace" and the storm stopped.  At this time, the tree knew that it had carried the King 
of Kings in its boat.  

Finally, someone came and got the third tree.  It was carried through the streets as the people 
mocked the man who was carrying it.  When they came to a stop, the man was nailed to the tree 
and raised in the air to die at the top of a hill.  When Sunday came, the tree came to realize that it 
was strong enough to stand at the top of the hill and be as close to God as was possible, because 
Jesus had been crucified on it. 

The moral of this story is that when things do not seem to be going your way, always know that 
God has a plan for you.  If you place your trust in Him, He will give you great gifts.  Each of the 
trees got what they wanted, but not in the way they had imagined.  We do not always know what 
God's plans are for us.  We just know that His ways are not our ways, but His ways are always 
best.4 

                                                
4 http://ruthann1.com/ThreeTrees.htm 



     As Anna Katharine grew older, our family was faced with several hardships.  Of course, this 
was not part of our plan but I know that these hardships were part of God’s plan to make us 
stronger.   John 15: 1-4: “I am the true Vine, and my Father is the Gardener.  He lops off every 
branch that doesn’t produce.  And he prunes those branches that bear fruit for even larger 
crops.  He has already tended you by pruning you back for greater strength and usefulness by 
means of the commands I gave you.  Take care to live in me, and let me live in you.  For a 
branch can’t produce fruit when severed from the vine.  Nor can you be fruitful apart from 
me.” 

     I also believe that God puts people in our life, who he knows will play a part in our life’s 
journey.  When I began to teach at The Greensboro Montessori School, I was paired with a 
teacher who had been teaching Montessori for 17 years.  Annamarie taught me how to tap into the 
spiritual life of a child.  I began to see and learn that teaching is not always about teaching the 
child information about what you know, that when listening intently to children you will learn 
from them.  I began to slow down and ask the children questions about what they knew before I 
shared with them what I know. “There is a part of a child's soul that has always been unknown 
but which must be known. With a spirit of sacrifice and enthusiasm we must go in search, like 
those who travel to foreign lands and tear up mountains in their search for hidden gold.”5 
Maria Montessori 

   Annamarie and I took our children on a field trip to The Center for Education, Imagination of 
the Natural World at Timberlake Farms and were delighted at our new discovery!  We were so 
excited to find a place where children were given the opportunity to explore the natural world and 
be led by such knowledgeable guides who were not only knowledgeable about the natural world 
but also were very in tune with the spiritual life of a child.  The children absolutely loved coming 
to Timberlake Farms.  Annamarie and I began to bring our children to the Center twice a year.  
The Center offered a yearlong program for teachers, called The Seventh Generation Teachers’ 
Program.  Through this program we discussed the importance of nurturing the child’s sense of 
belonging to the universe and were able to deepen our connection with the natural world and 
transfer our connection with the natural world to the children.  I was so grateful for Peggy and 
Carolyn’s insights and teachings not just about guiding the children, but about the importance of 
slowing down and beholding the beauty that was before me.  I did not have to search for it; it was 
already before me!  

“With beauty before me, 

May I walk 

With beauty behind me, 

May I walk 

With beauty above me, 

May I walk 

                                                
5 http://members.tripod.com/~junojuno2/words.html 



With beauty below me, 

May I walk 

With beauty all around me, 

May I walk 

Wandering on a trail of beauty, 

Lively, I walk.”6 

-Navajo Indians 

 

 

     Annamarie and I began to not only apply what we had learned from the program in our 
classroom.  We spent a lot of time with the children in the woods behind our school.  We did 
many activities with children from Joseph Cornell’s book, Sharing Nature With Children.  The 
children were learning to see nature as not separate from themselves through these activities such 
as – Earth Windows, Heartbeat of a Tree, Meet A Tree and Micro-Hike.  Through these activities 
we were able to see a deeper connection of the natural world with the children.  We read various 
quotes from various people to the children from Joseph Cornell’s book- Listening to Nature How 
to Deepen Your Awareness of Nature.  We would ask them what the quote meant to them and 
they shared their thoughts from their inner souls.  We encouraged the children to make silence 
and think about something in the world that makes them feel peaceful to help calm their bodies.  
Afterwards, we invited the children to share their thoughts.  Most often, the children spoke of 
images from nature.   “We need to find God, and he cannot be found in noise and restlessness. 
God is the friend of silence.  See how nature -  trees, flowers, grass -  grows in silence; see the 
stars, the moon and the sun, how they move in silence.  We need silence to be able to touch 
souls.”7  Mother Teresa 

     I, too, began to apply what I had learned from the program into my own life.  Through the 
program, I became introduced to Thomas Berry, Tobin Hart, Thomas Merton, Richard Lewis, 
Joseph Cornell, John Muir and Richard Louv from whom I gained a new outlook on my practice 
of presence in the natural world as well as my practice of a teacher.  I began to take time for 
silence and reflection.  Through the practice of beholding, I was able to fully take in the beauty 
before me.  It was mostly when I was walking in the gardens or woods at school or on the trails at 
Timberlake that I would practice beholding.  I grew particularly fond of a spot at Timberlake.  It 
was at the chapel by the lake. I always picked the same spot - a chair that sat under a tree that 
partly covered the deck.  I would sit and look up at the tree.  It was amazing all that I saw and 

                                                
6 In Joseph Cornell, Listening to Nature (Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications, 1987), p. 22. 
7 http://thinkexist.com/quotation/we-need-to-find-god-and-he-cannot-be-found-in/530620.html 



heard in that one spot - the call of a bird, a nest, buds forming on branches, an insect encircling 
my body, the rustle of leaves from the quiet breath of the wind and the warmth of the sun upon 
my back, to name a few. “It is not enough for the teacher to love the child.  She must first love 
and understand the universe.  She must prepare herself, and truly work at it.”8  Maria 
Montessori 

     The practice of silence and reflection continued to help me remain calm and centered through 
various bumps in the road of life.  I would often visualize the special places I encountered in the 
natural world, to calm me when I would have feelings of worry or fear, especially when my 
second child, Elliot, was born.  As with Anna Katharine, Elliot and I spent a lot of time together 
outside.  Elliot seemed especially fond of water ponds and creeks and Elliot, Anna Katharine and 
I would spend time at the Bog Garden throwing bread to the ducks, looking for fish, moving 
pebbles around with the stick and sitting on the rocks to watch the water flow.  My own children 
were teaching me about stopping and noticing what was before me.  My daughter is spiritual and 
observant, and views the world from a place of compassion and sees the world from her own 
point of view.  She does not want to know what type of tree it is, but will notice a shape of a heart 
in the branches of a tree and tells me that the tree is telling me it loves me.  My son is observant 
and pays attention to details in things.  He noticed the moon at a very young age and would look 
at it for long periods of time, just as he would at the water flowing from a creek.  In contrast to his 
sister, he wants to know the names of things.  My children are teaching me the importance of a 
balanced life between the known and the unknown and feeling vs. thinking.  As our children, my 
husband, and I see things differently from each other, we have learned to understand and 
appreciate the importance of this balance. 

     During my first year in the program of the Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and 
Practice, I was asked to journal my experiences and encounters in the natural world.  I did find 
this a little hard for me to do, and found that through sketching I was able to not only draw my 
observations but was able to find a sense of peace in this practice.  I could sit for a long period of 
time to draw the tree and enjoyed looking for special characteristics in a tree to emphasize in my 
drawing.  I found that I continued to be drawn to various types of trees.  As I began my second 
year of the program and began to write my dedicated intention for practice, I struggled to find 
what I would dedicate myself to for one year.  I felt that it needed to be something that would 
require involvement of the children I teach but I found a large part of me yearning to have a 
deeper sense of peace in myself in a world that requires so much attention drawn away from us.  I 
wanted to have an inner peace, not just when I was in the natural world or when I was making 
silence.  I wanted to always carry it with me. I felt that having an inner peace would not only 
make me a better person, teacher, mother, wife, steward of the earth; but it would also allow me 
to have a better understanding of God’s intentions for me in this world.  

     Finding an inner peace at all times is not an easy practice.  It does take a lot of time for you; 
time away from the responsibilities of life.  I struggled with doing devotions, meditation, prayer, 
journaling and reading each day.  These were the things I thought I needed to help me find inner 
peace.  I felt a little discouraged at my practice and how this year was not a good year to do this 
(excuses, excuses) because of various bumps in the road that steered my attention away from my 
intention.  I soon came to the realization that this is life.  There is never going to be the right time 
to find inner peace and take time for ourselves.  As I was looking at a tree I was reminded of a 
poem, “Advice from a Tree” by Ilan Shamir, as follows: 

                                                
8 http://www.montessoritraining.blogspot.com/2008/08/montessori-classroom-making-first.html 



Dear Friend, 
 
 

Stand tall and proud 
Sink your roots deeply into the Earth 

Reflect the light of a great source 
Think long term 
Go out on a limb 

Remember your place among all living beings 
Embrace with joy the changing seasons 

For each yields its own abundance 
The energy and birth of Spring 

The growth and contentment of Summer 
The wisdom to let go of leaves in the Fall 

The rest and quiet renewal of Winter 
 

Feel the wind and the sun 
And delight in their presence 

Look up at the moon that shines down upon you 
And the mystery of the stars at night 

Seek nourishment from the good things in life 
Simple pleasures 

Earth, fresh air, light 
 

Be content with your natural beauty 
Drink plenty of water 

Let your limbs sway and dance in the breezes 
Be flexible 

Remember your roots 
 

Enjoy the view!9 
 
     To me, this poem embraces inner peace.  Finding inner peace does not have to come from 
daily rituals, it can be found in the very breath that we take, the words that we say, the joy in 
laughter, the contentment in a smile, the warmth of a hand, the peace of a listening ear and advice 
from a tree!  Through a dedicated practice of simply being in the present moment, as a tree, I will 
be able to awaken my sense of wonder and inner child to discover how our life’s offerings can 
bring inner peace to me. 

 

Kelly Wolf is a native of Greensboro, NC, a mother of two young children, wife to Kyle Wolf, 
and has been an educator for eleven years.  She is a graduate of Lenoir-Rhyne College with a 
degree in Elementary Education and Birth through Kindergarten.  Kelly obtained her Primary 
Montessori Certification in 2002 and has been a primary teacher at the Greensboro Montessori 
School from 2002 to present.   Kelly’s passion is guiding the children in their experiences with 
the natural world. She most enjoys seeing the child’s inner life through their encounters with the 
natural world.  
                                                
9 Ilan Shamir, Advice from a Tree (Fort Collins, Co:  Better World Press, 2000), p. 51. 


