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Foreword 
 
 
 

         And the deepest level of communication is not communication, but communion.   
         It is wordless.  It is beyond words, and it is beyond speech, and it is beyond  con- 
         cept.  Not that we discover a new unity.  We discover an older unity.  My dear, we  
         are already one.  But we imagine that we are not.  And what we have to recover is 
         our original unity.  What we have to be is what we are.1  
 

~ Thomas Merton 
 
 

 
 Between the covers of this small book, you will find the reflections of the fourth 
class of the Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and Practice program – the class that 
began their work in the Autumn of 2010 and will celebrate their closing ceremony on June 
16, 2012. 
 
 It has been a remarkable journey with this class – a journey beyond the illusions of 
separation that pervade the culture into the depths of Being – personal Being, world Being, 
and Inter-Being. 
 
 We have been guided by Silence, by Joy, by Presence, by the “Here, Now”, by 
Listening.  We have moved beyond forgetfulness into remembering who we are and 
returning, over and over again, to our original unity.   
 
 As you read these reflections, you will encounter transformations of calling and daily 
routine, strengthening commitments to daily practices of communion with the natural world, 
life-affirming moments of connection, and, yes, the pain that comes with forgetfulness. 
 
 This has been a life-changing work for many over the past two years.  One can only 
imagine the radiance that will continue as the lives of the members of this class continue to 
unfold.   
 
 
  
Peggy Whalen-Levitt, Editor 
June 4, 2012  

                                                
1 Thomas Merton, A Book of Hours, ed. Kathleen Deignan (Notre Dame, Sorin Books, 2007), 
162.  
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The Practice of Listening 
 

by 
 

Stefanie Anderson 
 
 
 

 
To begin to understand the practice I chose for the Inner Life of the Child in Nature 

program, it is relevant to know that I have always been content when I was busy doing the 
many activities that one does in one’s life.  I am restless when I have free time and no plans 
in which to fill my time.  I find that staying busy is a means of finding contentment.  I also 
like interacting with other people.  It has always been very natural for me to be doing 
something with someone. I was happiest when I was busy and I had someone close by to 
talk with.  I first noticed my need to stay busy when I was in college.  When I was not 
studying, I was riding in the mountains, looking for the next beautiful perch to watch the 
clouds or catch a sunset or gaze upon the shadowy blue mountains. If I was alone, I enjoyed 
these moments for short periods of time but if I was with a friend, I could be content for 
hours.  I never understood how one could sit and ponder by oneself for more than a few 
minutes.  The activity of sitting quietly and listening patiently to what the universe has to 
teach was not natural to me. 
 

I have given much thought to this tendency to avoid silence and opportunities for 
quiet thought.  I wanted to be content when I was by myself but this has not come easily to 
me.  When thinking about a practice that I wanted to engage in, it didn’t take much thought 
to decide that this was the time to address my reluctance to be still.  I have tried meditation 
on several occasions, but never felt that it was natural to me and I gave up on the idea 
quickly. 
 

I began this journey with the thought of learning to find comfort, insight and 
spiritual awareness in my own being.  I would listen to my thoughts and glean what I could 
from them.  I quickly learned that the practice of listening could not be accomplished 
without also practicing silence and focus. 
 

I began to think through problems that I had previously avoided.  I asked questions 
and was given answers in my stillness and quiet thoughtful moments.  I became aware of 
insights that seemed to be coming to me.  I was learning and growing spiritually by simply 
listening and being still.  I began to know that without a doubt, there was a divine influence 
and power in this awareness that I was feeling.  I spent more and more time alone, outside, 
listening to my thoughts.  My enjoyment of these times increased as I lingered longer each 
day, listening.  I found myself avoiding the car radio and instead becoming interested in my 
thoughts. 
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Certain patterns began to take shape in my thoughts and I felt that the message was 
important to pay attention to.  The knowledge was clearly revealed to me one day.  I should 
become a Master Gardener. 

 
I had often thought of becoming a Master Gardener but had dismissed it as requiring 

too much time and effort.  The fifty hours of classroom study with an additional fifty hours 
of volunteer work seemed overwhelming.  I spent time arguing with myself and I finally 
knew it was best to go forward with the effort to accomplish this goal.  I became a Master 
Gardener this April. 
  

For many years, I have been troubled by the absence of the natural world in the lives 
of children. In my work with children, I see very little connection between the child and the 
elements that exist in the natural world.  Many children don’t seem to enjoy being outside, 
with complaints of climate, insects or general boredom.  This saddened me since I yearn to 
be outside whenever possible. The joy of nature is available to all and to miss this seems 
tragic.  This concern led me to participate in the Inner Life of the Child in Nature program. 
  

As a Master Gardener, I have many opportunities to work with children in the 
natural world.  We go outside and plant flowers, weed gardens, care for vegetables, examine 
insects, breath fresh air, and find beauty in nature.  Many questions are asked by the children 
and much excitement is generated by just being outside in the gardens.  I realize now that I 
was purposefully led down this path.  My practice during the Inner Life of the Child in 
Nature program has created a new purpose in my life.  The self-awareness that I found while 
listening has directed me to this work with children.  I am in awe of how I now find myself 
doing the job that I feel I was meant to do.  I have found a way that I can contribute to 
awakening a child to the wonders of nature.  I am not sure that I would have been aware of 
how to accomplish this goal if I had not listened to the whispers that guided me.  By 
following the practice of listening, I have been given what I was seeking. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stefanie Anderson completed a BS and MS in Nutrition at Va Tech. She has worked as a 
nutritionist, a children's Christian education director and a school and community volunteer. 
She presently substitute teaches at the Blue Ridge Montessori School. Recently, she has 
become a Master Gardener and this enables her to combine her love of the natural world 
with the desire to share this with children.  She volunteers as a Master Gardener in the 
public schools and at the Boys and Girls club.  Stefanie is married to David and has two 
children, Evan 26 and Laura 23. She is an avid gardener and enjoys being outside.  Hiking, 
camping are her favorite activities.  She spends most of her weekends at their property on 
the New River near Blacksburg, where they have a camper.    
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How to Share a Sense of the Sacred through  
Human-Earth Restoration 

 
by 

 
Ross Andrews 

 
 
 
 
 

Beginnings 
 
 

I never realized before 
I grew up on the top of a small hill, 

a dry shoulder on a gentle ridge 
 

That is why 
this court of noble white oaks 

encircled me and framed my younger days 
 

How to describe these living sages 
who reach toward the sky? 

 
From my childhood window I see fourteen- 

crowns fanned out like giant broccoli, 
weathered plates of silver bark, 

resilient and reflective 
 

To see a stand of them, 
sturdy trunks against a deep blue sky, 

the way their skin absorbs the sunlight, 
and branching shades of gray cross in the air– 

 
It draws me from myself 

 
like the imbricate buds 

of a new oak shoot 
my heart extends 
the slightest bit 

 
and the great oaks and I 

are one step closer 
to the light of heaven. 
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I derive my sense of self from my experiences in the natural world.   I grew up in a 
neighborhood near cattle and horse farms in the foothills of Virginia and the natural world 
was primary in my childhood development.   I find great peace and guidance in my time in 
nature and I have begun to realize my unique calling in life is to pass this on to youth as a 
way of opening the window of their experience to their own hearts through time on the land.  
I believe that all people yearn for a spiritual connection to a sense of meaning beyond 
themselves and I believe this experience can be found directly in nature.   It is also apparent 
to me that without a meaningful spiritual connection to nature, children and adults do not 
form the kind of deep emotional relationship with the natural world necessary to preserve 
and protect it.  
 
 
 
 
 

~ 
 
 
 
 

 
I began my professional life in the footsteps of my father and grandfathers, 

determined to be a scientist.  Throughout my time training for my BS in Biology as an 
undergraduate student, I found great peace and meaning spending quiet time reflecting 
among the massive tulip poplars and oaks of the UNC campus.  Here my life as a poet and a 
nature mystic began to open up and spread out its roots.  Although personally I derived my 
peace and energy from time in nature, I still set my dream of life work on a PHD in the hard 
sciences.  However, this vision began a slow evolution towards an applied and restorative 
approach to the sciences that would eventually mirror the meaning I found in my personal 
experiences in the natural world.  Conservation biology was the first step towards an 
application of science that I felt was grounded in meaning – if I could study the creatures 
that needed protection, their respective ecosystems, and the requirements they needed to 
sustain themselves, then my research would contribute to the protection of biodiversity and 
thus maintain the beauty of the planet I knew deep down that I and my fellows needed to 
survive.  (It also allowed me to stay within the family credo as said by my agronomist 
grandfather . . . “if you want to leave tracks in this life Sonny, you have to do research.”) 

 
But while working in Eugene, Oregon with youth in an alternative outdoor high 

school, I rediscovered my love of getting my hands dirty in nature – literally – restoring 
salmon habitat by digging in the fertile Willamette valley earth and planting native species 
along stream banks.  I was outside daily, breathing in the moist air and doing it with 
disadvantaged youth, who also gained a great deal by reconnecting with the earth and seeing 
the tangible results of their labor.  At the end of the day, after planting a bag of western red 
cedar trees, they knew they had participated in the “Great Work” that Thomas Berry refers 
to.  A window into a new realm of experience was opened and both they and the salmon 
would breathe easier the next spring, shaded by the new trees.  During those raining days 
with muddy boots and cursing and smiling youth, my love for restoration ecology was born.  
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I continued my education by pursuing graduate studies in restoration ecology and 
forestry at NC State University.  I took course work in horticulture, botany, forestry and soil 
science and ended up with two degrees and a position doing environmental consulting where 
restoration ecology was the business of the day and planting 320 trees per acre to mitigate a 
developed wetland was the bottom line (whether the trees lived or died or remained bonsais 
was not an issue).  Though I loved river-walking in chest waders and experiencing the 
seasonal changes of North Carolina every day, I thought to myself, “Was I really making a 
difference, was I really moving towards a transformation at the heart level that I was working 
towards in my own inner life?”  It was my time with Partners for Environmental Justice, in 
southeast Raleigh, that paralleled my graduate and consulting years that brought my calling 
into focus. 
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Walnut Creek Wetlands 

 
It all began for me with a mellifluous voice 

on the other end of the phone – 
A man from Southeast Raleigh had listened 
to the still voice of nature and he believed 

that every child, every child – 
whether they were black or white or brown – 
deserved a chance to experience nature . . . 

to walk by still waters, 
to climb trees and feel safe doing so. 

 
It all began for this man one day 

when he saw a turtle – 
the turtle was trying to cross a street in 

Southeast Raleigh 
and find a home in the wetlands there . . . 

So the vision of the turtle stayed in his mind, 
and this man told his wife about his dream, 

a dream of a wetland park along Walnut Creek . . . 
and soon this man and his dream had many partners 

women and men from all parts of the city 
began to remember that this great city of oaks – 

like all great things, began with a tiny idea, 
a tiny acorn. 

 
So when I received the man’s call, 

I thought to myself 
that all those trees . . . 

the trees I had in pots on my apartment roof 
and in my tiny yard – 

 
I thought I would gather some friends 

and plant them in this new 
space along Walnut Creek where this vision was 

beginning to grow. 
So I took my love of trees and began to plant along 

the fertile floodplain of Walnut Creek . . .  
 

And as the trees grew, 
I grew to know the strength of this group, 

this group of Partners for Environmental Justice . . . 
this group of people with different faces 

but with one heart. 
And they all knew inside, 

that in the words of Thomas Berry, 
“Only a sense of the sacred will save us.” 
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They knew the sacred dwells in the landscape 
but also in the people, all people, 

all people who experience that landscape. 
 

And the group of people were now bound together 
and they held that vision, 

that children, black or white or brown, 
 

that children all knew in their hearts that they too 
 

that they too are like acorns, 
that when given a chance, 

they could all grow strong – 
strong and tall and beautiful – 

 
In this place in Southeast Raleigh, 

Along the banks of Walnut Creek – 
In this City of Oaks. 

 
Through this time at the Walnut Creek Wetlands, leading tree plantings and 

environmental education programs for 8 years and being the first director of the Walnut 
Creek Wetland Center, I found my calling of sharing my love of nature and the science of 
ecosystem restoration with people from diverse backgrounds.  This laid the foundation of 
my educational vision, but it was my immersion in programs at the Center for Education 
Imagination and the Natural World that opened an existential window for me – the view of 
the landscape that I must share with others cannot just be the scientific, it must also be the 
contemplative – it must encompass an awareness of the Sacred in Nature.  So as I practiced 
the presence of silence through my own sit spot routine by a stream behind my 
neighborhood and I immersed myself in the Earth Guide program at CEINW, a new vision 
for my professional life emerged. 
 

~ 
 

I rolled out a 3 x 4 foot map on a kitchen table in south Raleigh where a new friend 
and fellow Inner Life of the Child in Nature graduate Randy Senzig and his wife Iris looked 
on with rapt attention.  I pointed to the map and said, “The Triangle Land Conservancy 
properties with the red ring are within 10 minutes of Wake County Schools, the blue ring is 
15 and tan 20 minutes. So here we have it, a way to connect school children with local and 
secluded natural areas like Timberlake Earth Sanctuary where they can have guided solo time 
and connect with the land.”  We all smiled . . . this was our dream – a way to open up the 
concept of community in the minds of youth to include the natural world – as subject, not as 
object – and to make this a reality for all children.  So I called my contacts with the Triangle 
Land Conservancy and proposed a marriage of hands-on restoration ecology activities where 
the youth could participate in healing the landscape followed by contemplative time in the 
special, off the beaten track sites that TLC preserves for their ecological significance.  They 
agreed – and that night in 2010 in the Senzig kitchen – the Center for Human-Earth 
Restoration (CHER) was born. 
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With Randy as curriculum advisor (also President and Board Chair) and Iris as 
business whiz (also Chief Executive Officer) I have led the field programs and serve as 
Executive Director.  We have proven effective in delivering meaningful nature experiences 
for students through our pilot year with Exploris Middle School.  We provided 68 eighth 
graders with weekly field trips to TLC’s Swift Creek Bluffs Preserve where over 70 large 
garbage bags of Japanese honeysuckle were removed to release the native spring wildflowers 
in the floodplain.  

 
Our innovative nature awareness activities, inspired by those at the Center for 

Education, Imagination and the Natural World, also evoked student comments such as 
these: “I thought it wasn’t really going to be an experience that changed me. When we were 
silent looking down on top of the bluff, it really had an impact on me.” One student’s 
journal entry read, “During (our time at) Swift Creek Bluffs we have done nature journaling 
activities.  In these activities we learn to look at nature another way.  The activities all depend 
on the week and what is blooming.  One week we went out and did a trust exercise.  Not 
just any trust exercise, this trust exercise was different.  We had to lead a partner to a plant, 
flower, or tree with their eyes closed.” Another student commented, “My favorite thing was 
sitting by ourselves at Swift Creek Bluffs doing the listening activity because I realized how 
much you could hear if you were really quiet and paid attention.”  
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 The day after my 38th birthday, April 24, 2012, I presented to a meeting of Science 
Department Chairs for Wake County Middle Schools on the nature awareness and 
restoration ecology programs we (CHER) can provide their students on TLC lands near 
their schools.  My dream came true – 21 middle schools signed the interest sheet and I 
received emails from 4 schools the same day citing the energy and enthusiasm of their 
respective team of teachers towards our program.  So the following evening, after a day of 
feverishly writing grants and discussing insurance issues for our upcoming YMCA summer 
camps, I went to a pond and wetland near my home to let the murky stream of my mind 
become clear again.  After passing through the thresholds of restlessness and fatigue, I 
regained the rapport of the animal beings, the cool spring air and the crescent moon.  
Getting to silence, a mallard swooped in beside me and I watched two beavers steadily 
skimming the water as they strengthened their lodge.  A wave of gratitude swept over me, 
my vision had become clear, and in the words of my poem “Wild Peace”: I finally know how I 
am to live-/ to fill my soul with awe,/ to live in wild peace. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ross Andrews is an environmental scientist and educator with a BS in Biology, a Masters in 
Restoration Ecology and a Masters in Forestry.  He is also a certified North Carolina 
Environmental Educator and published poet whose book of nature poems, Wild Peace, is 
available at Amazon and Quail Ridge Books in Raleigh.  Ross has worked as an 
environmental consultant, an environmental educator with various parks and recreation 
departments and as an Earth Guide at The Center for Education, Imagination and the 
Natural World.  Most recently, Ross’s dream of merging his love of hands-on ecology and 
nature contemplation came together in the co-founding of the educational nonprofit, the 
Center for Human-Earth Restoration (CHER).   Ross’s love of nature emerged from Boy 
Scout backpacking trips in the Blue Ridge Mountains outside of Charlottesville, Virginia.  
Ross now lives near Steep Hill Creek above Yates Mill Pond with his exuberant daughter 
Naomi Sequoia, in Raleigh, North Carolina.  
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Lessons to My Daughter Briella on her First Birthday 
 

by 
 

Cristella Balogh 
 
 
 

 
Honor thy Mother Earth. We are a part of the Earth and it is a part of us.  

Find Calm in the gentle trickle of the bubbling brook, let your worries flow away.  
Seek renewal in each sunrise a promise of a new beginning.  

Delight in the robin’s song. He plays a special song as if it were special for you.  
Stop to notice the valor of the eagle soaring, feel your heart take flight.  

Take special care of the sacred soil, it has a very special job in sustaining life.   
Seek out wildlife treasures.   
Follow the river’s journey.  

Dance with the wind at every opportunity.   
Explore the mysteries of the vast Ocean and the creatures at every depth.  

Let the rain wash away your sorrows, and your tears.  
Find hope in the rainbow’s end.  

Find courage to climb all of your mountains.   
Enjoy the clouds’ whispered tales.  

Take notice of the morning dew, and the morning mist.  
Marvel at the brilliant story of the stars.  

Give thanks to the Great spirit.  For we are very blessed to be here.  
Heed the wisdom of the animals. They have much to share.  

Treasure the sacred space of silence.   
Trust your intuition, it is a gift from the Creator.  

Respect all living things.  
Follow the rhythm of nature.   

Live peacefully.  
Accept All. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Cristella Balogh gave birth to her daughter Briella during the first year of the Inner Life of 
the Child in Nature Program.  She is a teacher at the Montessori School of Winston-Salem in 
Clemmons, North Carolina.  Cristella’s father is Native American and was born and raised 
on an Indian Reservation.  Through hearing him share his stories and through observing 
children in a Montessori setting, Cristella is deeply rooted in the natural would. 
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Not Quite Connecting 
 

by 
 

Cindy Bathgate 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How do we keep from becoming so busy that we miss  
the voice of God that speaks in silence? 

 
~  Henri Nouwen 

 
 
 
 

 
 For my practice this year I decided to work on the practice of beholding and 
journaling, of spending time with nature and with myself.  It seemed foundational to the 
work of finding direction.  Yet I have struggled mightily with it this year and have found it 
nearly impossible to be consistent.  Why is it so hard to take time to be still, to listen?  What 
keeps me from taking care of myself?  As I contemplate this question I find a variety of 
answers. 
 
 Certainly busy-ness gets in the way.  There is only so much time and my time seems 
to be so full of tasks – for work, for home and family, for things I care about like church and 
community.  As an elementary school teacher, I find there is always something more to do, 
to grade, to plan, resources to check out, parents to stay in touch with.  People ask for 
updates or want to know “is my work checked?” or tell me “you need to do _____,” but 
they don’t ask about my work-life balance.   
 
 Spending time with friends and family is important for maintaining connections and 
can be renewing, but that time does not replace time alone to nurture my spirit and when 
I’m already tired and stressed, social opportunities can feel like just one more pressure. 
 
 Physical health also seems to get short changed when I am busy.  I try to find extra 
time by sleeping less, and that can work in the short term, but the busy-ness doesn’t end and 
I just end up more tired and less efficient in my work so I stay behind. 
 
 Most of the things that fill my time are good things, but in my weariness I also find 
myself choosing mindless activities.  I waste time avoiding what I need to do, usually because 
I just don’t feel up to doing it.  I am so tired, especially mentally and emotionally.   
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 These are some of the practical reasons for the busy-ness that keeps me from 
nurturing myself.  I know that many people share these challenges with their own variations.  
With all the news about the dangers to health of sleep deprivation, tiredness seems to be a 
widespread problem.  Our work lives, contrary to the dreams of the last century that said 
laborsaving devices would give us more leisure time, seem to be expanding.  People work 
longer hours and take work home with them through emails, phones, computers, and, in my 
case, stacks of work to be checked.  There also seems to be a greater sense of urgency and 
impatience, which in itself is exhausting.    
 
 So why are we working so hard?  What are we trying to accomplish?  We work to 
keep ourselves fed and clothed and sheltered, but beyond that we work to achieve and 
maintain a lifestyle that we want and feel we should have, but then we are committed and 
stuck.  All we have and are goes to maintaining that level.  Are we happy?  Is this where we 
want to be? 
 
 While busy-ness is a real obstacle for finding time to be quiet, I don’t believe it is the 
whole story.  I say I want to spend more time in silence, in meditation, in quietude, yet I also 
see myself avoiding it.  Why?  I can find moments of quiet to notice beauty or to be grateful.  
They are brief and can be snuck in between, even during, other tasks, but these are only so 
helpful.  Real peace takes time, space, and effort.  The mind must be quieted from the “to 
do” lists, unprocessed emotions sorted through, focus turned inward.  When I finally sit 
down to journal, I have to clear the mental desk, as it were, before I can get to the real work:  
listening.  I find myself and my tired brain facing choices: take time to journal or maybe do 
some reading on spirituality (somewhat challenging mentally and emotionally) or read for 
book club (interesting book, not too challenging, preparation for enjoyable time with friends 
– all good things).  Most often the option that is easier wins out, especially when others’ 
expectations are involved. 
 
  Another reason I resist is that time alone, time spent on myself and what I enjoy, 
feels selfish. How can I justify such time when so many things are needed?  I have so many 
things that I need to do, that others expect from me.  The things I want to do get pushed 
way down the list and rarely get attention.   Sometimes I get resentful.  Why do I not own 
my own life?  Why is there not room for me?   Of course, I recognize that I am making the 
choice, there is a bit of martyrdom involved – if I suffer maybe I will earn love.   
 
 I think I may also be afraid of what I will encounter in my time with myself.  What if 
I hear nothing?  What if I don’t like who I find?  What if I decide that I need to make 
changes?  Change is hard and scary.  I’m not sure I’m up for the effort.  As uncomfortable as 
the busy-ness is, there’s a sense of familiarity, maybe even some control – at least I know the 
rules. Avoiding self-examination allows me to avoid facing that what our society seems to 
preach is a lie – that we are valuable for what we do, how much money we make, what we 
accomplish, and what others think of us.  The message is “you may work on yourself, but 
don’t let it get in the way of your real life.”  If I am unsatisfied I must not be trying hard 
enough.   Skills that help us to “succeed” are valued and encouraged.  Wisdom, inner peace, 
love for others are honored, but not as much.  As a culture we aren’t even good at talking 
about our inner lives.  We avoid that kind of intimacy, with each other and even ourselves.  
We keep things surface and safe.  What if the real me does not fit into the culture that I live 
in?  
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  So there it is.  The problem is self-perpetuating.  The busy-ness keeps me too 
occupied to examine what I am doing and too tired to make changes if I did.  The lack of 
nurturing myself keeps me in the lie that this is all there is and that I don’t deserve better.   
 
 And yet, there are nagging questions:  what am I really here for?  Is this all there is?  
On some level I believe that there is another way, that I have a task, a calling that is mine.  I 
believe that I will find joy and meaning.  I believe life should be more than drudgery, that I 
shouldn’t have to turn off my emotions in order to find some peace.   
 
 I get frustrated when my students can’t get along or treat others with respect, when 
they are not yet peaceful, but then I remember that I need to also be centered and then I will 
be a better example and will be better prepared to deal with their unpeacefulness.  I have felt 
for a while that what our world really needs is healthy, whole people, people who are secure 
in who they are and who can act out of love not ego.  We need people who know what is 
really important and can balance the demands of life. We need people who are not ruled by 
fear, who can make decisions with the good of all and the long term in mind, not just what 
will be good for themselves, now.  We need people of honesty and integrity and wisdom.  
We need people of love and laughter and joy. 
 
 If we are to heal our world we must also heal ourselves – these must go together. 
 
 
 

We invest huge amounts of time in our physical well being, but this other 
type of well being, this birthing of your deeper heart awareness, may just be 
the most important thing you ever do.  It lays the foundation not just for this 
world, but for all the worlds, open and immediate to you in the resonance of 
your heart. 
 

~ Cynthia Bourgeault, The Wisdom Jesus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cindy Bathgate grew up in southern California spending many weekends exploring the 
groves (orange and persimmon), creek, and hills of her family’s ranch.  She received a B.S. in 
Home Economics from UC Davis in California and an M.A. in Christian Education from 
the Presbyterian School of Christian Education in Richmond, VA.  She worked in church 
education and in edutainment at a science museum before becoming a Montessori teacher 
ten years ago.  She lives in Greensboro, NC with her husband, who has become an even 
more enthusiastic gardener than her.  
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A Warmer Vision 
 

by 
 

Mel DeJesus 
 
 
 
 
 
INNER LIFE 
 

Thomas Berry says our ecological crisis is a crisis of vision.  This said, how to 
cultivate a warmer vision of the world and ourselves? This issue reminds me of a story I 
once read.  

 
In the novel, The Chaneysville Incident, the protagonist, John, feels trapped between the 

past tradition of his forefathers and the modern tradition of analytical science.  In many 
ways, both have become abstractions, ways of reducing and managing the world rather than 
seeing it.  So, both leave him with incomplete pictures of the world, pictures that prevent 
him from connecting or responding to his present life circumstances.  Such pictures only 
leave him feeling displaced.   

 
Hoping to restore a vision of place and purpose, John mines for his ancestral story.  

But the same traditions that hamper his perception of the present also hamper his 
perception of the past, and so he is left with a story riddled with gaps – incomplete 
characters and disconnected events.  Until now, he has tried to use reason or invention to fill 
these gaps, but how to let these spaces-in-between speak for themselves?  

 
Because of the discrepancy between these incomplete pictures and the living truth he 

feels in the world, John feels an anxiety that he can’t articulate.  To overcome the impasse, 
he retreats to a cabin in the woods, and with the help of allies, he confronts this anxiety.   
When he opens to it, he encounters an old sense of wonder that slowly ignites a flame 
through which he begins to perceive the unmediated imagination of nature.  This 
imagination reveals a story that speaks to both his heart and mind, his past and present.  

 
Having witnessed the whole of his people’s history with her, nature becomes the 

wholeness through which he might better know himself and the world around him.  For 
John, her story reveals itself primarily in the language of past traditions, so she might be 
understood – her song sung through him becomes the song of his people.  But she also 
speaks her living wisdom, whose novelty better helps to express the nature of humanity that 
most traditions would rather repress and silence. In the end, the revealed story offers John a 
new vision of the world around him as well as the confidence that he can reconnect with the 
primal sources of creativity in order to rekindle this vision.  
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YOUTH 
 

I grew up at the foot of mountains whose rain-drenched forests rolled into 
grasslands before meeting the ocean, a land marked by endless rivers and exotic wildlife.  
Although this wild terrain shaped the backdrop of my inner life, I had no sense for what it 
could inspire, or what I could bring to it.   

 
When I left for North Carolina, I mostly had my mind on the social demands of 

school and work, so a Carolina landscape seemed as good as any other.  But as so happens, 
these demands eventually hit a wall, and I began to question their overvaluation and to take a 
closer look around.  What immediately captured my imagination were the vast unkempt 
gnarled and rugged spaces that swept along the coastal plains of the new state:  the way it 
overshadowed what was left of man’s presence in this area; the way the scarcity of 
cultivation allowed its innate beauty to unfold.  But mostly it was the spirit of these places, 
an atmosphere that took me back centuries.   Through its dark wood and overgrown roads 
and dilapidated buildings, it was easy to imagine confederates returning home from conflict, 
women and children making their rounds upon the land, the enslaved and indentured being 
moved or moving themselves away. I wondered what lay beneath these places, and how such 
subterranean dimensions might relate to those of other places I’d known in the past, so I 
took time to explore what stories might be present within such places and the people there. 
What was it about landscape that brought such ease to mind and heart?  

 
But once these places had sufficiently revived me, I set aside the gifts they had 

offered and slid back into old routines.  Although I now had a greater appreciation for my 
new world, I remained largely unchanged, and inevitably, the next crisis surfaced.  But this 
time, I wouldn't be so quick to abandon the outdoors.  Instead, I'd strive for a balance 
between her world and the social.  This was the least I could do for myself, those around me, 
and the land that had always maintained its presence and composure despite the intense 
changes I encountered elsewhere. 

 
For a while after, I spent days in the woods with friends, learning the names and 

medicinal aspects of plants, but mostly walking and sleeping and soaking in her healing 
presence and that of the people drawn to her. I felt her most intensely after a day of 
harvesting plants.  On those days, I felt thoroughly drenched by whatever was held by sun 
and plant, and these seemed to ooze out of me in the form of physical tranquility and, 
whenever I closed my eyes, in the form of sun-filled plant silhouettes that potently spoke 
through their swaying and pulsating, an imagery whose lucidity somehow maintains itself 
even after its apparent fading.  But since I’d heard this experience to be a common effect of 
working with the land, I set it aside as simply a good omen, and kept my attention on the 
harvesting and collecting. 

 
At the start of the Inner Life program, we talked about how the malaise that plagues 

contemporary society has roots in the popular perception of nature as object of 
consumption rather than subject of communion.  The modern tendency is to see nature in a 
linear, mechanical, reductive light in which she lacks an inner life.  This tendency 
overshadows our tendency to see nature in a recursive, organic, and expansive light in which 
she contains an inner life as worthy as our own, and whose depths contain traces of the 
cosmos and the absolute from which might be cultivated profound understanding.   
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If the heart of nature were indeed so deep, then how could we so easily project our 

whim and fancy upon it?  Why would we take her for granted?  Why would we try to conjure 
smarter and more efficient ways of using her resources rather than more respectful ways of 
participating in her being and the being of the selves that she implied?  
 
CENTER  

 
To this end, our class explored the practice of beholding as a means of participating 

in the life of nature.  On a sensory level, the practice consists of setting aside the self and 
gazing with warm attention upon nature. On the level of the imagination, we close our eyes 
and gaze upon the image as it continues in our mind’s eye and heart.  Once we’ve studied 
this after-image, we return to her physical presence and look for what is different, what has 
deepened.  On the level of the intuition, we once again return to the after-image and follow 
as it fades or transforms into an array of associated images and emotions.  As a whole, the 
practice is an exercise in empathy.  But beyond an exercise, it is a communion of the inner 
with the outer, a worship in the simplest sense of giving worth to another. It completes a 
circle that begins with a production of beauty and ends with the reception of it as the good, a 
process that strengthens our moral intuition.  

  
While I found much value in the practice, I had difficulty maintaining and 

documenting even a simple daily rhythm of stopping to notice nature.  But after many 
months, I settled upon the practice of noting my journal dates with a single word or phrase, 
regardless of what I noticed.  It seemed unusual at first, but over time, the simple habit of 
noting and reviewing past notations was enough to calm my mood of the evening, taking my 
thoughts back to nature and instilling a degree of hope.   I wondered at the way even one 
phrase could invoke a complete event from weeks ago, and at the way accumulated entries 
evidenced patterns and themes I hadn’t considered.  How much of life was I allowing to just 
pass by?  

 
As part of the program, we were also given specific assignments.  One included 

observing and writing about a sunrise and sunset.  To gather a few notes, I would set out for 
Duke Forest or Occoneechee Mountain.  I did so various times over a period of 6-7 weeks.  
I was curious to see how this rhythm would change me.  Eventually, I distilled the 
experience into a couple of poems, where I kept in mind the poet Gary Snyder’s principle of 
using the imagination not for “invention, but for finding the forms of expression that most 
perfectly mirror the world outside."  Later, I found the whole process, from observation to 
creation, so appealing that I wondered if I might attempt similar rounds each season of the 
year, dabbling with other creative mediums, maybe developing a calendar journal around this 
second life.  

 
Later that year, as earth guides for children visiting Timberlake Farm, we reviewed 

techniques that help to draw our attention to what our senses and imagination behold.  At 
the start of the day, Sandy Bisdee, the director of the program, would set the appropriate 
mood and intent through stories, games, music, and ceremony.  When it was my turn to 
guide, I found it useful to maintain the energy she had created.  I did this through regular 
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group huddles in which we recalled her words or our most recent experiences together with 
the practices or with the walk. 

 
When guiding the children through the practices, I found it useful to know the 

practices well enough that they could intuitively be invoked by the setting or the needs or 
inspirations of the children.  It was easy to see how the recent solitary practices had fed and 
shaped the foundation of this social one.  And through the day, I found it useful to stay 
open to a number of points: to possible variations upon the practices; to the joy and 
spontaneity they harbored; to how the children spontaneously revealed deeper aspects of 
nature, which I often overlooked; to what the children brought out in me; to how nature 
weaved herself among us; to how the experience with the woods and the children stayed 
with us for days after; and to how I could cultivate these feelings and integrate them into my 
daily way of being in the world.   

 
With the older children, we used our time together, our observations, as well as 

passages from Mary Oliver’s poems to inspire and share poems of our own.  In the safe 
haven of nature, it seemed easier to open to deeper places, full of confident and natural 
knowledge.  The sincerely rendered observations and insights were warm, enlightening, and 
full of humor, and lacked any sense of contrivance.  
 
WALKING 
 

In his essay “Walking”, Thoreau distinguishes among three kinds of people: those 
who never wander because they only know one home; those who wander incessantly 
because they could never seem to find or know home; and those who saunter in the way they 
seemed to find home everywhere.  Having settled and set behind his debts and affairs, the 
saunterer is always embarking on a pilgrimage adventure to some holy land, open to the 
possibility inherent in each step. 

    
How to play with the idea and reality of sauntering? Initially, I felt the need to 

redefine such a walk to include any excursion, physical or otherwise, undertaken with a 
minimum of practical concern.  But rather than embark for a holy land, I’d simply aim for 
whatever degree of tranquility came after so many steps.  

 
I often took these walks alone, through local neighborhoods or nearby trails and 

woods.  Occasionally, I would drive to a site where I would walk.  Other times, I shared the 
walks with a friend or a group of friends.   

 
Whether alone or with others, most walks began with all manner of weather moving 

through us – all manner of inner and outer chatter – contentious, skeptical, curious, 
expectant, disciplined.  But soon, the sounds of the city would fall away, and subtler worlds 
would emerge, probing our hearts for a clue as to what we might need.  For me, the quieter 
moments often revealed what seemed like memories and intuitions, endless forgotten 
agreements between the self and the land that were forged over a lifetime of walking 
together, glimmers of a wisdom that the sunlight only intensified, and which worked on my 
perceptions to lighten the load – thus, all manner of mistakes and forgiveness, exits and 
entrances, desires and concerns regarding life and death, all seemed to gradually be given 
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their rightful place and their own voice.  And as a result of this unfolding, there also arose in 
me a desire to speak back, but how?  

   
What is it that dwells in the woods? Is it what is driven away from the tracts of city? 

And yet is it possible to catch glimpses of the wild at the city’s center and to draw them out? 
Likewise can the afterglow of the city arise amid the depths of the wild?  While the city is a 
heavily mediated, or metamorphosized wilderness, it still retains something of her heart, 
both in its whole being and in the patches of wooded parks and backyards.  The city is our 
attempt at recreating her nature.  Or maybe it’s her attempt to recreate herself.  If we could 
only get ourselves out of the way, maybe one could learn much from the other, and cities 
might yet evolve into what they must become so we might live in right accord with the earth.   

 
On solo walks, I eventually post a hammock and rest, and later resume as if I had 

never stopped.  And while the route seems familiar, what surfaces is always novel.  As I look 
back, the trail winds downhill beneath a canopy of leaves – gold, red, orange – an image 
which imprints itself as a light-filled hieroglyph harboring relationship, a means for 
communing with a distant self.  I wonder how the wild invokes our highest ideals. 

    
ART 
 

In my journal, I note date, place, distance, perceptions, and other scraps of feeling 
and thought.  Over time, the entries express a pattern, a theme, a history of days together 
with her, the people and the land, rising and falling, unfolding the future.  The practice is an 
anchor amid the mercurial; the way to close is with reflection and a dream of the next walk.  
In this work, we are not alone, and it is endless, an overflowing cup that will follow us all the 
days of our lives. 
 
INSIDE 

 
Alone in my office, I experience only a small part of nature, drowned by the flicker 

and hum of machinery.  But walk far enough inside, and a different flora and fauna surfaces, 
guided by circling planets and constellations.  Leave the house, and the sunlight sharpens 
perception.  Return to the house, and the dusty old forms slowly return, but never in the 
same way.  

 
When I leave the house at night, there’s only star and moonlight to guide, so I rely 

on the light of memory, inner reserves borne from lifetimes under the sun.  Without these 
lights, the imagination would disfigure the night shadows cast by the ridge and the trees and 
the winding path.  But as it looks now, the trees stand dreamlessly, stilling the air around 
them.  After the walk, a friend and I strike up a fire in the backyard hearth whose brick and 
iron barely contain the ferociousness with which the heat roars.  Wisps of flame seem to 
drift into the black sky.  We gaze at the rippling warmth and light, which burns between us 
as a point of creative tension, dividing and reconciling, conveying vital insights from another 
place.  To these insights, I'm fully awake.  

  
And as the crackling of fire dies, the sounds of night dominate: wind rustling 

through leaves, and an immense music of katydids, crickets, frogs, cicadas, and owls.  These 
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rhythms contain their own vitality and sink into us.  Later, I head to sleep on the back porch, 
and as I drift away, these same night sounds penetrate deeper, their rhythms brightening and 
intensifying the shape of dreams as I drift to the edge of the star-filled night. Tomorrow, I 
will want to take the hammock beyond the hill, to dream beside the river, maybe the ocean, 
or a distant peak.  

  
Even though these practices are life affirming, I find them easy to resist.  After all, 

it’s more comfortable and convenient to stay inside.  But in choosing comfort, I sideline 
truth.  And when I sideline truth, it resurfaces in more intense and jarring ways.  So better to 
stand by her, knowing that the accompanying discomfort is short-lived, and the pleasures 
that follow are of the richest kind.  
 
NOURISHMENT 
 

So many ways to feed and be fed.  So many ways these practices nourish us as much 
as the plants and fruits that we eat.  And through such meals, what of the world do we 
absorb? And what of ourselves do we plant in it?  We prepare and offer good will upon our 
meal, and as we eat, what is outside intimately reunites with what is inside, and I wonder 
about often-spoken significance of the bread and the wine: bread as grain, a plant world 
rooted in the mineral, mineral upholding bodies; wine as sap, a world of currents that 
circulate along channels as ocean, river, arteries, veins, accumulating as fruit, as heart, as fiery 
gesture to what hails from above, the sun-filled thought that is carried along the blowing of 
the wind, declaring it is good.  Together, bread and wine reflect the synthesis of all that might 
be.   
 
CLASSES 
 

Along with others, the writer Emmanuel Levinas has argued that we are not our 
own, but are wholly subject to an unfathomable other.  Before we can know or express 
ourselves, we are shaped by her gentle shaping presence.  To her, we are indebted.  And so 
how would we begin to follow the lines of influence from our values and beliefs to this 
presence?  As an instructor at a local community college, I asked variations on this question.  
Together, we struggled towards responses through essays written and read.  Of those read, 
three stand out.  

 
In “Allegory of the Cave”, Plato describes a people who live in a world as seemingly 

full as our own.  Then, someone escapes outside the cave of their world and sees that their 
world is actually a series of shadows cast by gesturing figures before a fire.  This person also 
sees that even this new world, which the gesturers inhabit, is itself illuminated by a larger fire 
in the sky.  And so, in what ways does new knowledge also instill new responsibilities? And 
what new words and emotions might these new responsibilities require? And what is owed 
to the world left behind? 

 
In another reading, Thoreau enters the world of the woods, seeking the same 

illuminating source, and living with it, he reflects upon the society he has left behind, with its 
urgencies and minor triumphs.  But he feels that only nature could teach what he seeks, 
which is to live authentically and deliberately.  How does nature, and the crossing across her 
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many worlds, teach this? How to learn to move seamlessly between these worlds? And how 
does this teaching differ from other modes of learning and knowing?   

 
And finally, there’s a letter written by Martin Luther King to city officials describing 

the motives for his civil action where he suggests the need to maintain a balance between 
two worlds, one ideal and the other actual, one of the future and the other of the past, and 
this balance he called creative tension, while others called it provocation.  What does it mean to 
simultaneously maintain two worlds within ourselves, carrying one within the other as we 
stand between? How might such awareness guide our future walking?   

 
Over the semester, we recursively circled through these variations, searching for 

changes in our answers.  We brought our speculations to paper, trying to privilege our own 
knowing of these topics and their connection to our personal lives, using the knowing of 
others as points to which we might respond and thus illuminate the layers of what we hold.  
 
 SCIENCE 
 

What are all these ways of knowing? Might they speak to a kind of science of the 
inner life?  And, how would such a science be like and unlike the modern science that is 
often today privileged? Both have their source in observation.  Both value truth and 
community in their method.  However, while one often pursues analogical methods, the 
other an analytical one.  While one acknowledges the objective as a subjective process, the 
other creates a wall between the two.  Yet both approaches have their vitality.  Both 
approaches acknowledge that both objectivity and subjectivity can mislead.  But how to 
renew the vows between the two approaches? How to consider one in light of the other?   
 
GARDENER 
 

The writer Valentin Tomberg sometimes calls the space of reconciliation “the 
garden”.  It’s where wilderness meets the city, the desert meets the peaks.  Through 
reconciling opposition, we set aside private one-dimensional perceptions, we raise up our 
lesser aspects, and we feel the real consequence of our perception upon the whole, never 
losing sight of the hope that our efforts seek to generate.  

  
CONCLUSION 
 

Our lives have unfolded to this point, and here we sit, observing the expanse that 
unfolds at this city limit, listening for a story, feeling our personal processes extend 
themselves across even future generations as well as into the present and past.  We feel the 
multitudes reconciling themselves through a single voice, even as this voice maintains faith 
with what remains of all that has come before and would certainly follow.  

 
And to consider the industry of the world, which would deprive us of this mystery 

which nature freely offers.  It is too easy to take her for granted and to forget that it’s her 
companionship that maintains us and her gradual absence that will make a barren and 
artificial world of us, utterly removed from the source of creative knowledge.  Without her 
guiding hand, we’d grow distrustful of what we hold and know, and willingly rely on the 
lesser methods of others, chasing their endless treasures bearing little fruit.  Many would say 
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this has already started, and so they ask: how to observe the endlessness, the multiplicity, and 
in so doing, grow more and more aligned with the singularity of our inner warmth from 
which arises a knowing greater than ourselves?  Through such questions we might begin to 
cultivate a warmer vision of the world and ourselves.  
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“Among Things That Change” 
 

by 
 

Renee Eli 
 
 

The Way It Is 
 

There is a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change.  But it doesn’t change. 

People wonder about what things you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 

But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
 or die; and you suffer and get old. 

Nothing you do can stop times unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread.1 

 
~  William Stafford 

 

There is a thread you follow.  The words themselves arrest my next out-breath.  It’s as if 
they suspend air itself.  I know there is a thread, not in my mind alone.  Rather the knowing 
and the thread intertwined are of my essence born.   

 
I am not a teacher.  Or am I?  The past two years and today shake this notion of 

what or who I believe I am or am not.  If I am honest, I recognize I did not come to the 
Inner Life Program to teach about the Natural World.  I came following a thread.  I had no 
idea where it would lead.  I am here coursing the curves and twists of a force within and 
without that knows the work of this life I am living.   

 
I could go on about my synchronistic encounter with the work of Thomas Berry, 

about the fact that this work gave language to what belief already lived within.  I could go on 
about how I can’t even remember how I learned of the Inner Life Program, but presence 
and practice teach me now to listen beyond the story details to the life in the story.  Looking 
back, not on the details, but on what lives in me about those moments pre-Inner Life 
Program, what remains is that feeling I get when the thread is urging the inner yearning to 
pay attention.  This feeling offered the no-way-of-saying-no push that made sure I would 
apply to the Inner Life Program.  

 
 

                                                
1 William Stafford, The Way It Is (Minneapolis, MN:  Graywolf Press, 1998. 
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It goes among things that change.  I am standing in the mist, a cold, heavy, thick mist, that 
hangs droplets of water, frozen rain and crystals of snow on eyelashes and leaf-tips all 
around me.  I am watching Carolyn Toben invite our group to behold what is before, around 
and within us, as one.  Behold.  She pauses, and the pause draws out the sacredness of the 
meaning in our beholding.  She wants us to draw a circle around the space of the moment 
with our arms – that which our eyes hold before us, the sounds we hear, the presence of our 
peers.  This moment is this moment alone.  Beholding sacralizes it – stamps its imprint on all 
meaning of purpose in life in a moment, and then we move on.  We leave the cul-de-sac of 
the trail we are slowly walking.  We step deliberately on the snow-wet carpet of leaves 
slipping beneath our feet.  I am wearing boots that offer little tread for gripping the ground.  
But beneath sole on wet leaves, the earth herself has a final say on traction, and I’m able to 
stay apace Carolyn and the group.  The trail takes us into a clearing, and beyond it a gravel 
drive, then a cleared board-fenced pasture.  We disperse a bit.  I come upon two cows.  In 
stillness and silence, the cows and I meet with our eyes.  I soon realize we meet one another 
behind and beyond our eyes.  There is a thread between us, and if I am pure in my presence, 
I apprehend that we meet on the thread of existence.  I realize I must leave behind what I 
know to be the worldly things in order to meet the cows, my fellow creatures, on this plane 
of essential presence to a universal belonging that lives, breathes, and moves through and 
between us by our physical existence alone. 

 
My mind drifts to thinking, thoughts, wondering what this is that I am experiencing.  

The encounter shifts.  Something changes.  I become again other.  The cows move on.  First 
the younger calf, then the more lumbering, slower to locomote, older cow, whom, in my 
mind, is the mother.  My mind, working at spinning thoughts and tales, and trying to make 
meaning of seeing and experience and more thoughts, sees me apart from this jumble, and 
beckons me back to beholding.  I lament the cows’ leaving.  I desire a return to that stillness 
and opening that was lost to thinking.   

 
 
But it doesn’t change.  I am at a monastery in Mississippi nearly a year after the 

beholding ritual.  Buddhist Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh is guiding us to “Cultivate the 
Mind of Love.” The morning air is so cold that only the oatmeal in my bowl and the steam 
from the black tea in my cup provide a reprieve from the shiver that has taken hold of my 
body.  I want both to take in the warmth and to keep it at the same time in the bowl and 
mug so that I have something warm to hold onto.  People around me walk like the cows I 
saw at Timberlake – slowly, eyes fully engaged, bodies at seeming ease.  I meet the eyes of 
one retreatant who has joined me, palms wrapped around her bowl and cup.  We pause, dare 
I say, behold one another?  And in our encounter, I am aware of that purity of openness and 
physical grounding in my body that I have come to know since the encounter with the cows 
at Timberlake.  Each time, I’m aware of the ease given way in the body and the immediate 
seeming melting of what in the rush and hurry outside of these slowed existences, has come 
to feel like a cage around my heart.  Though I have long since finished my breakfast, I linger 
here.  The temperature has not changed.  But I am aware that the shiver has eased.    

 
 
People wonder about what things you are pursuing.  The sun is lifting in the sky this October 

morning at the monastery in Mississippi.  I am making my way around the meditation hall to 
the outdoor dishwashing area.  I have no need to hurry.  No one around me seems hurried.  
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The sun’s line of light and warmth moves unhurriedly too across the grassy field in front of 
me so that where there was shade only moments ago, now there is sunlight.  People move 
deliberately through the dishwashing line – scraping bowls of the little bits of oats left on the 
sides into a compost bin, dipping scraped bowls and spoons in one basin, then another and 
another half-full of sudsy water, or clear, then clearer water – a gentle process of cleaning the 
few vessels we need to provide our bodies nourishment.  Drying racks at the ends of the 
tables make for the last dishwashing step.  One-by-one, retreatants leave the line and make 
their way to the expanding field of sunlight.  They stand there in the sun like egrets on a 
pond-side.  Stillness becomes them.  I watch some people smile as they lift their faces to 
receive the sun’s warmth.  Others close their eyes and appear to be sleeping while standing.  
Mothers reach toward their children’s hands as if by instinct.  I see pure joy.  Utter peace.  
Gentle love.  There is nothing to do. 

 
 
You have to explain about the thread.  I’ve tried to explain what is next because next is 

certainly me following the thread.  Next is a leap.  I’ve tried to explain it to myself – the old 
self, the person pre-Inner Life Program, asking all the rational questions.   In my mind’s eye, 
I’m standing at a precipice.  I’m looking out over a wide expanse.  The next step is 
groundless.  I can’t say I know where I am going or what will hold me.  I know only that this 
is where the thread is taking me.  So I follow. 

 
With each attempt to explain, I come closer to stumbling less.  So much has changed 

since that first Saturday back in 2010, when we all gathered together at Timberlake.  
Dismantled bumps into equipoise to give me a fragmented telling of what it means at this 
moment to attempt to explain about the thread.  I say this when people ask about this 
program, and about the seeming leaps I am making now in my life:  “The Inner Life 
Program has transformed every thought and notion I had about the Natural World and 
about myself in it – and I had previously considered myself a Naturalist!” It is the practice of 
presence outside of that which I had believed to be the Natural World, into the Natural 
World of silence (referring to Robert Sardello’s book by the same name), my home, a 
crowded city, a human encounter, the unexpected whiff of a mélange of flowers, a cardinal 
who shows up at my screened porch as seemingly curious as I am – these experiences have 
transformed in me my existence on this planet.  This practice, daily and essential, has 
dismantled what I believed to be true about myself and the world around me.  And it 
continues to offer a sense of grounding wherein I find trust, both in myself and in the 
natural order of things.   

 
 
But it is hard for others to see.  I’m careful when I tell him that I’m going back to school.  

I don’t tell him it is a Tranformative Studies Program.  That would mean even more to 
explain.  I’ve known for weeks, and still I have preferred to wear the news quietly, on the 
inside.  When I do tell him, finally, I’m careful.  And still he asks the question, “Well, what 
else are you going to do, Mom?”  What he means by this question is this:  ‘Well, how are you 
going to make money?’  And he likely wants to know if I am going to be OK financially.  He 
likely wants to quell his own worry. I’m guessing he wants to know if I am going to support 
him through his undergraduate education. It’s a reasonable consideration on his part.  He is 
the oldest of three sons, a sophomore in college.    
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Another voice, the one I hear inside my head, tells me I should find a different job, 
or worse, stick with this one, that my children need an education now, that this decision on 
my part is superfluous, irresponsible.  This voice asks what’s wrong with me for not being 
able to be happy with what I have.  This voice sees a different path, and my chest tightens 
every time I look that way.   

 
There is a thread I follow.  This thread is more urgent now than ever before.  It 

nudges and draws, pushes when I resist.  What does it mean to transform self?  Society?  
Thomas Berry refers to the Great Work of our time as the work of the interior landscape – 
transformation of self.  I want to know more, not by mind alone, but by my very being.  

  
I understand that we live on a planet on the brink.  I understand that nothing less 

than transformation of human consciousness will affect the future of ours and all other 
species on this planet.  I understand that the planet itself will survive – changed from the 
majesty that precedes human-mediated industrialization, no doubt, but it will survive, and 
over eons return itself to an altogether renewed splendor.  But is the earth not our thread of 
existence?   Are we all, earth and all beings, not standing together on the same precipice?  
Even my children, don’t I owe them a different kind of responsibility than convention 
insists?  Finally, I come to understand this:  that my children too, are following their own 
threads, and as I watch them do so, I am made more honest. 

 
 
While you hold it you can’t get lost.  I am inspired.  He’s eighteen, and he’s making his 

first steps out into the world as his own person.  He spent a month in a monastery.  He went 
there to be still, and he learned some things about presence – with self, with others, a cup of 
tea, a blade of grass, a falling oak leaf.  He’s walking now, every day on the earth, for 2500 
miles up the Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine.  He started the journey in his bare 
feet, because he wanted to walk slowly and feel the earth.  Three hundred miles of shedding 
as much pack weight as possible, he’s donned shoes now, and still walking with the ease of 
no place to go.  He calls each time he stops in a town to re-supply with food.  He’s happier 
than anyone I know.  He asks, how could he not be happy?  He gets to wake up every day in 
the woods and just walk.  He gets to meet people week after week who are doing the same 
thing.  He is the second of my three sons.   

 
In two weeks the job I came to three months into the Inner Life Program comes to 

an end.  In two weeks and a day there is no promised salary to wake to in the morning.  It 
may be that I wake to this new day because I tended to the unvoiced but fully lived ache of 
my third son.  It may be that my tending to him rendered me ready to listen to my own ache 
and to take this leap of faith.  Coming to its close, this job, though it offers broad positive 
social impact, falls short of a truer yearning to address deep ecology.  It has taught me that 
the purpose of my work going forward must have deeper human and planetary implications 
in order for it to fulfill what calls and urges from within.  I am no longer able to resist the 
thread that is the course of my life bringing me here and taking me to waters I feel but 
cannot yet see.  When I am open to it – the thread – even standing on a precipice, knees 
trembling in the fear of past believing, I am calm at my depths, at ease with the Universe.  I 
trust. 
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Tragedies happen; people get hurt or die; and you suffer and get old.  I am barefoot and walking 
on the grounds of the home of a dead man I never encountered in the living flesh.  I am 
following a long string of people in front of and behind me stepping one foot mindfully, 
then another, on the packed earth that encircles the gardens he cultivated with his wife.  
Broccoli plants with dark green leaves look close to flowering.  Peas climb a trellised arch.  
Soon they too, will flower, then bear fruit.  A rosemary plant fills the corner spot.  Are those 
strawberry plants in those terra cotta pots?  Promise lives here.  But I can’t help feeling the 
brokenness of it hanging thick like a breath stolen from a full gasp of fresh air.   

 
Inside we listen to stories.  One friend, acquaintance, family member after another 

share about a man who lived freely by proclaiming “Be Here Now.”  And in story after 
story, his presence to life is revealed time and again.  He sailed the globe not once, but twice.  
He loved life.  He worked to play.  He greeted morning after morning in meditation 
overlooking the tidal marshes that blew fresh salt breezes into a sun-lighted room.  I realize I 
don’t even know what he looked like when he lived and breathed for seventy years on this 
planet.  I don’t know the colors of his eyes, whether he had fair skin, as does his wife, or skin 
tones that warmed like copper in sunlight.  I don’t know his stature, but I see his daughter in 
a corner alcove of the room where people are sharing, a room constructed by his hands.  I 
see her mourning the insistent void of his sudden physical absence. 

 
 We leave the evening, all of us in our own time.  We go back into our homes, our 
lives, our work.  Something has changed.  In a man’s dying, we are each given a fresh breath 
with life.  I wonder, will I receive it?   

 
 
Nothing you do can stop times unfolding.   Night falls.  And the work of another week 

leaves me tired.  I feel emptied.  Sleep comes over me while I’m sitting.  I wake to thunder 
claps in the darkened sky of a waning moon.  Brilliant flashes of lightening illuminate my 
bedroom.  Light dances briefly on the walls, then disappears, then dances again, in a rhythm 
declared by nature that I am not privy to anticipate.  I follow along in a silence I have learned 
to invite.  Rain washes the outer walls and roof of my home.  It washes in surges.  I ride the 
storm, its unfolding, its multiple declarative crescendos, its seeming retreat, then insistent 
return, and finally, its waning.  In moments I am afraid.  Others I am awed.  Still others I am 
soothed.   At last, the gentler falling of rain ushers me back to a deep sleep.   

 
 
You don’t ever let go of the thread.  For the first time in my life, I am (in most moments) 

not holding on.  Moments flash an interesting image in my mind’s eye:  my mouth and eyes 
fully open, head dropped all the way back, chest expansive, shoulders wide, back and legs 
straight, feet firmly grounded bare on the earth, my body and being a vessel of the Way 
(referring to the Toaist concept), I am receiving and gleaning a brilliant light, nourishment 
and direction – care – from the Universe.  I admit I haven’t physically assumed this posture, 
but the image of it depicts a certain conscious act of opening and receiving sacred meaning.  
Perhaps the Inner Life Program, through beholding, presence and practice, has awakened or 
deepened an awareness of this Way within.  A truer language seems beyond my grasp at the 
moment. I am rather, sensing through my life more fully lived, through the most essential 
physicalness of my existence, the interconnectedness, indeed the interdependence, of all of 
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us, all of life, which is the thread of William Stafford’s exquisite poem.  I am grateful for the 
thread.  I am grateful for yearning and awareness of yearning.   

 
Today I wake to a prayer.  It’s a wordless prayer to a formless God.  I wish I could 

tell you this prayer.  I believe its utterance is whispering the all-at-onceness of the following to 
all beings across all lands, across tall mountains and deep water-filled gorges, on the backs of 
tiny insect exoskeletons, beneath and within the soil that feeds all life:  I am not lost.  I am 
peace.  I am joy.  I am love.  I am cared for.  I am never alone.  I wander the quieter tributaries of a deep 
truth.  This truth belongs to all living beings.  Listen.  The prayer, in its wordless essence, insists:  
Listen.  I must. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Renee Eli humbly sees her lived days as a transformative process of deepening engagement 
with healing – a process she has come to believe begins with self – body, mind and spirit, 
but is simultaneously integral with healing in relationship with others, healing of society, and 
healing of the Natural World.  She seeks to experience the interdependence of all beings, and 
to live the experienced understanding that absent the health of one, the health of other is 
surely compromised.  Over the past year and a half, a deepening call to minister to the 
healing of the Natural World has informed her spiritual practice, her relationships and her 
work.  In May, 2012, she leaps:  launching a new program that supports transformative 
change.  She will return to school in August, 2012 to pursue a PhD in Transformative 
Studies from the California Institute of Integral Studies.  
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Hanging on to the Thread: A Collection of Poems 
 

by 
 

Rinnah Rachel Galper  
 
 
 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

At the end of our first year with the Center for Education, Imagination and the 
Natural World, we were asked to create and commit to a practice that would deepen our 
connection to the Sacred.  I sincerely doubted I could commit to anything regular in my 
hectic life, but decided to try spending quiet prayerful time outdoors each day.  I would then 
listen, observe, record, and share the stories which emerged during these times of daily 
communion with the Earth and all who live in Her.  I hoped that telling sacred stories would 
in some small way engage me more fully in tikkun olam – repairing the world – by 
awakening me and perhaps others to our oneness.   
 

There were lots of peaks and valleys in my practice – days when I felt plugged in and 
days when I was just plugged up.  I learned that being in relationship, however imperfect, is 
everything.  What I practice is what I have.  For the first time in my life, I began to journal 
on a regular basis.  I poured onto paper my conversations, dreams, wisdom teachings from 
all quarters, wrestlings and questions, joy and gratitude, fear and pain, and my countless 
journeys on unfamiliar terrain, both internal and external. Two journals later and still writing, 
I honestly never knew how much I needed to say.  I am finding my voice.  
 

Many stories have emerged over the year, and they continue to befriend me and 
quench my thirst.  The stories are like Miriam’s well, moving with me wherever I go.  They 
are not the stories I thought I would or should be telling.  I don’t know why I am surprised, 
but I am.  I was raised to be big, and never saw much value in the small.  It certainly never 
occurred to me that big and small were really the same.  What I have learned is that needing 
to be large is really about needing to know and be known.  My brand of large feeds off of my 
perceived and hoped for past and future.  I miss a lot this way, particularly the small things.  
Much of my life so far has been spent searching for stories that I could hold onto and be 
sustained by.  Now they are arriving at my spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical 
doorstep, perhaps because I have learned that my story is in every story and every story is in 
mine.  I am also slowly letting go of my expectations and judgments, leaving more room for 
closer encounters with the Divine.  A mentor of mine told me recently that I must learn to 
listen to others as if I were sitting at the feet of my master drinking in his or her last words.  
I am learning that this attentiveness does not extend only to humans.  My circles of masters 
is widening the more I see the Divine in everything.  
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The stories I have and continue to receive are gifts, and I treasure and share them 
often.  They can be healing and defining in deep and powerful ways.  I also find them 
confining.  Some of the stories I tell have a shelf life.  Some can be dusted off; others need 
to be let go when they’ve outlived their usefulness.  I am beginning to suspect that the 
spaces in between stories, the spaces in which I can just be in relationship rather than in 
translation, may be the greater story.    
 

What follows are some of my stories in poetic form.  I do not consider myself a 
poet, but I found myself unable or unwilling to write in complete sentences.  It seems 
dishonest or arrogant somehow.  After all, nothing is finished.  These story poems are my 
small way of reminding us and myself of our shared story, ancient and new, and beyond all 
separateness. 
 
 
 
 

Teshuvah 
 

At our last gathering, 
we passed around a ball of yarn 

to create a circle. 
We closed our eyes 

and held onto our portion 
as we listened to a poem 

about holding on to the thread 
of the Sacred. 

Just when I feel I am losing the thread, 
I am given a thread. 

Funny how the universe gives me exactly what I need. 
Since that day I have been wrapping  

this soft hand woven reminder  
several times around my wrist 

before I venture out into the world. 
Sometimes people ask me why I wear it 

and I tell them the story.  
I have other threads I hold or just keep close, 

wear and dream with– 
threads of my ancestors and vaguely remembered stories, 

threads of Hebrew priestesses, 
threads braided with time and holy intentions, 

threads of Spirit, tradition, miracles and thankfulness, 
threads gifted after dancing and praying with children 

our ears to the ground to hear the heart of the Mother. 
You would think that with all these threads 

it would be easy to remember that I am connected. 
Not so. 

There are times I weave and am woven, 
times I unravel and am unraveled. 
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I have learned that life is like this sometimes. 
Life, death, and rebirth weave and unravel 

to rhythms 
infused with memory and forgetting 

sound, silence, and scent 
taste, texture and time 

season and shadow 
joy and grief. 

Living in these rhythms 
I learn the art and practice of Teshuvah– 

turning and returning to my Source 
again and again and again. 

What I practice is what I have. 
And there are delicious days, 
so much more frequent now, 
when teshuvah reminds me 

I never left. 
 

 
Turtle Yoga 

 
On one of my Saturday walks 

I notice a turtle soaking up the sun 
head and neck stretched out. 

I need to stretch too 
so I get down on all fours 

for my first turtle yoga session. 
We look at each other 

out of the corners of our eyes 
to make sure 

I have the pose correct. 
After a few minutes 

she takes a plunge into the river 
and suddenly 

I see a baby behind her 
head and neck stretched out. 

I sit as still as I can 
so as not to disturb, 

unable to suppress my delight. 
Obviously this was a group session. 

Moments later 
my teaching turtle reemerges and moves a bit closer to me 

for      a        good         long             look. 
We stare. 
Yes, I say. 

I will keep coming to class. 
Satisfied 

she swims away. 
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Washing Ruth 
 

A couple of weeks ago 
I am asked to help with a tahara – 

a ritual cleansing and preparing of the dead. 
Ruth was a wife and mother, 

college graduate, 
career woman, 

and probably so many other things the obituary left out. 
Now she is laying before me 

Cold, frail, and peaceful. 
She is a stranger 

And yet I’ve known her forever. 
Today it is me caring for her. 

One day, I will be on the table. 
I feel this very deeply 

and am humbled. 
 

We ask for forgiveness 
Before we begin 

to wash and dress her. 
With great tenderness 

we comb her hair and wrap her in white 
careful to tie the knots into a Shin (Hebrew letter). 

Finally we lift Ruth into her simple pine box 
humbly fastened without metal or plastic. 

We sprinkle in dirt from the holy land 
and close the lid. 

Feet first we birth her into the next room and say our goodbyes. 
 

I am changed forever because I know 
the holy land is here in this place and time. 

In the presence of the Sacred 
I decide to be really present. 

 
 

Cutting the Cord 
 

I attach my thread to an asherah (tree post) 
and weave my way to a sacred spot 

by the still water. 
I think it is my spot 

but it turns out to be better suited 
to my deceased father – 

may he rest in peace. 
My sacred spot is in a grove of pines 

dripping with sap 
guarding a nest of boulders. 
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I lay down and melt into them, 
caressed by gentle breezes, 

and am drawn into the mandala of moving clouds above. 
When the time comes to weave my way 

back to the asherah with my thread, 
I find myself stuck in the brambles 

with stickers in my hair 
hopelessly trying to untangle 

my thread from everyone else’s. 
We are all working hard to help each other 

but time is running out 
and panic is flooding in. 

Suddenly I step back and begin to laugh – 
the full belly kind. 

I start to break my thread and pull it loose. 
I am exhilarated by the severing 

and weave my now broken threads, 
born of the one, 

around my 12 notes of love and blessings from my sisters. 
Back at the asherah 

in the place of beginning and ending 
I am told our threads will be burned in a sacred fire. 

Not wanting to burn my blessings, 
I try to extract them 

but quickly realize I will have to cut them out. 
There is no delicate way. 

So I surgically free the blessings – 
Laughing to myself at the irony of it all. 

 
We burn the threads in a blaze of flame and color 

Like the sparks that fly and crackle homeward 
I feel free as I disappear into the night. 

 
 

Small things 
 

The children make delicate strands of picked wild flowers 
to decorate 

and maybe even hold up 
both sides of this little bridge 

between path and park – 
created more from imagination than necessity 

I think to myself. 
Someone has left their bouquet 

Held together with a piece of grass 
leaning against the handrail. 

After the children weave their flowers through the bridge 
they make garlands for their hair 



 33 

and one very lucky grown-up. 
The children know the mundane is Sacred. 

It is not even a question. 
 

On the way home we pick 
and taste honeysuckle. 

For some it is a shehechianu moment – 
the first time they have tasted such strange and sweet nectar. 

The children have been snacking on it 
for days now. 

I remind them to say please before picking 
and thank you after eating. 

Later I discover they have shared their sweat treasures 
with the hungry and the curious 

without ever being asked. 
 

Bellies full, 
the children pile in to take a ride 
in a doorless car with rubber tires 

surrounded by sand castles. 
They know it’s moving. 

It’s we who are standing still. 
 

Others are in a boat, 
Steering with brooms, 
until it tips them over 

(with help from their friends of course) 
to spill them out. 

Seamlessly they glide to the slide 
which they climb up 

and slide down  
head first 

even though they know it’s against the rules. 
I remind the children to be safe, 

but secretly I love how they make everything an adventure. 
They revel in small discoveries and treasured moments 

because they know 
the mighty power of the small. 

I learn from them that this is all any of us really have. 
 
 

Widening Circles 
 

A dear friend said recently, 
“Rachel, anything you need to know, the Earth will tell you.” 

I am not used to asking Earth questions 
and really listening for answers. 

But I am changing. 
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One day I just take a blanket outside 
and lay belly down. 

Can you let me feel your heartbeat?  I asked. 
For a moment I felt her throbbing pulse 

Rising up from the ground 
And into me. 

Question answered. 
 

Another day I went into the woods for hours 
just to be 

and be healed, 
to behold 

and be held 
to listen and speak 
to feel and smell 

to taste and touch 
to look very closely with my imaginary binoculars 

at the wild flowers and trees and stones 
so exquisitely arranged. 

Beauty has always been my proof test for God. 
And being in nature has always restored me. 

But this day was different. 
I went from witness 

to beloved. 
Separations disappeared 

and suddenly my circles widened 
to embrace unseen canyons, 

sea and sun, 
stars and galaxies, 

and the dark deep of space. 
Finally I am gently returned back 

to the sounds of the river 
and the cool moist dirt beneath my bare feet. 

I revel in the knowing 
that I can widen my circles anytime. 

 
 

Tikkun Olam 
 

Yesterday I heard a woman speak about immeasurable love. 
She said that separations between victims and offenders disappear 

when we love deeply with our broken hearts 
and remember that people do violence 
because they have forgotten the Sacred. 

She tells us that being present 
with people in times of unimaginable grief 

and saying to them, 
I am here for you – 
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This is Sacred. 
Today in a meeting we try to imagine 

what peace could look like in Israel-Palestine. 
I think to myself – 

 we cannot even imagine peace here at home. 
Then someone shares that there is a group of Israeli women 

who go to the checkpoints 
in occupied areas 

to witness and record abuses of Palestinians 
by the Israeli army. 

In Durham, there are people who cross the color line 
To bear witness and 

hold vigils with the families of murdered Black men and women – 
One sacred being dies every 11 or 12 days. 

 
Today I gathered the children 

after they carelessly broke the limb of a sapling 
and tore leaves off a bush. 

I tell them, this is like breaking a friend’s arm 
and pulling her hair out. 

We do violence because we have lost the thread 
of the Sacred. 

We have forgotten we are connected. 
 

Repairing the world is often done 
in small, tender and courageous ways. 

It begins with witnessing. 
Witnessing turns to beholding, 

reminding us what is true. 
Knowing truth helps us speak it. 
Speaking truth gives it a home. 
What we practice is all we have.  

What we have is what we must share –  
Shalom 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Rinnah Rachel Galper is an ordained Maggid (Jewish storyteller and spiritual guide), 
educator, artist and writer, healer, mikveh guide and hospice companion.  She is a founding 
member of Yavneh and is active in various interfaith, social justice, and healing initiatives 
throughout the Triangle (North Carolina) and across the country.  Rinnah Rachel has a 
Masters in Education and an Associate Degree in the Arts.  She is currently pursuing 
ordination in Kohenet: The Hebrew Priestess Training Institute and is a passionate advocate 
for earth-based spiritual practice and sustainable living.  Rinnah Rachel is dedicated to 
helping all people, including herself, reconnect with the Sacred.  
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Clear Seeing 
 

by 
 

Jennifer Johnson 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I:  Listening with the Heart 
 
Second retreat at Timberlake Farm, December 4, 2010. Instructions: Go outdoors to walk, 
allow yourself to wander and to be led to a spot that invites you to linger.  Sit in silence for 
an hour. Remember that every moment invites possibilities of newness.  There is love in 
beginnings, and there is love in endings. 
 
Journal Entry December 4, 2010:  
 

In the stillness, my heart opens.  I remember Carolyn’s words, that there is  
love in beginnings, and there is love in endings.  As I sense the progressive  
degeneration of the cells of my corneas, my sense of listening is becoming  
more acute.  The grey white rocks I thought I saw in the field move into cows,  
but I can still discern the call of the hairy woodpecker, the red-bellied  
woodpecker, and the pileated woodpecker in the trees that surround me.  
I know the sound of deer walking on dried leaves.  They emerge from the  
woods and come within 20 feet of where I am sitting.  A flock of Canada  
geese flies overhead, and I hear the sound of their wings flapping.  I feel a  
sense of belonging here in the woods with the birds and trees and cows.  
More than I love the ocean, I miss the quiet of the woods.  I belong in the  
stillness and quiet.  Here, my circle is infinite, and I am the stillness in the  
center.  The mother deer leaps over the fence.  One of the fawns climbs  
through, the other paces, and then runs around it.  They meet down the  
path.  In the silence of the woods, I am never alone.  I am connected.  I belong  
here.  There is love in beginnings and endings.  My inner listening becomes  
more acute as I listen more to the outside.  It whispers to me what is on the  
inside. Maybe it’s ok to see blurry and listen more clearly.  Maybe it’s Ok to  
make photographs that are soft.  

 
At the end of that day, I made an unwavering commitment to listen to my own heart.  I 
found the courage and strength to return to myself, to open my heart again, and to engage 
more fully in my life.  
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II. A Symphony of Birdsong  
 
Presence to dawn practice.  I fully inhabit my body and heart as I expand my attention to the 
sights and sounds at dawn.  I notice whether one aspect of my experience rises to the 
forefront.  It is birdsong.  It is always birdsong.  
 
Meditate Create blog entry October 13, 2011: 

I wake to darkness and go outside.  I notice that I feel unsteady and 
afraid of the darkness.  Following my yoga and meditation practice, I 
move into a presence to the dawn and beholding nature practice in 
which I am deeply attuned to nature and engaged with my senses 
until my attention settles on one experience.  I bring my full, loving, 
and attentive presence to the relationship with the subject that has 
emerged from the communion of subjects.  By the time I arrive into 
this practice, I can usually see the twilight sky, and as I begin to 
attend to it, I hear the first birdsong of the morning.  My attention 
always goes to this song. The first bird awakens the others like a 
gentle ringing of an ancient bell, and then one more, followed by 
another, followed by several more birds beginning their morning 
song until the neighborhood becomes a symphony of birds bringing 
in the first light of day. Following this experience, I turn to the work 
of several of my favorite photographers and writers for inspiration.  

 
As I view images and read pieces of text from some of my favorite 
books, I write down the words or phrases that resonate most 
deeply, and I engage in my own Mindful Writing meditative writing 
practice. Today, as I turned to Greg Geboy’s mystical photographs 
of the lowcountry accompanied by the poetic narrative by Teresa 
Bruce in transfer of grace, I was reminded on a cellular level of my 
soul’s absolute need to work with combining images and text.  This 
morning, I felt drawn to Bruce's words, “The landscape does not 
overwhelm; it seduces.”1  For a moment, I allowed myself to 
wonder what part of the surrounding landscape would seduce me 
in the coming days.  I feel an overwhelming appreciation for living 
near the ocean and the long leaf pine forest of the Green Swamp.  
 
Phil Cousineau’s The Soul of the World: A Book of Hours serves as a 
touchstone each morning and throughout the day, a remembering 
to pause and be in touch with the sacredness of this world.  As I 
read a quote from Rachel Carson’s work, I am reminded of the 
beauty and sacred that nature offers us.  I am reminded that we as 
humans save what we love, and I want to continue to create writing 
and photographs that inspire people to love and engage with 
nature.  

                                                
1Gary Geboy and Teresa Bruce, Transfer of Grace: Images of the Lowcountry (Charleston, SC:  
Joggling Board Press, 2007), p. 27. 



 38 

Last, but not least, Terry Tempest Williams’ essay, “The 
Architecture of a Soul,” gracefully puts words to what I feel each 
time I pick up my favorite channeled whelk shell from the 
bookshelf or my favorite blue moonsnail shell from my writing 
desk.  She writes of magical days of her childhood spent with her 
grandmother, whose hobby was walking along the beach at the 
ocean, searching for shells.  Williams writes, “Each shell is a whorl 
of creative expression, an architecture of a soul.  I can hold 
Melongena corona to my ear and hear not only the ocean’s voice, but 
the whisperings of my beloved teacher.”2   I pause to say a silent 
prayer of gratitude to my mother, who taught me to deeply engage 
with nature.  
 
Grateful for another magnificent awakening to the dawn, and 
grateful to feel fully alive, well, and inspired, I turn toward my 
creative work of the day.   

 
Each morning, the symphony of birdsong is a touchstone against which I measure all of my 
experience.  The birdsong creates a new way of seeing everything in my world through my 
heart.  My heart is a bird.  My heart is the 4 a.m. call of a barred owl.  My heart is the blur of 
yellow, a goldfinch returning in spring.  My heart is a first sighting of a painted bunting.  My 
heart whispers to me all that I need to know in the stillness of the liminal space at dawn.  I 
need only show up and listen with the full presence of my attention.  
 

The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you. 
Don’t go back to sleep. 

You must ask for what you really want. 
Don’t go back to sleep. 

People are going back and forth across the doorsill 
where the two worlds touch. 
The door is round and open. 

Don’t go back to sleep.3 
~  Rumi 

 
III. Expanding Horizons 
 
During 2011, I spent much of my time deeply immersed in my personal practices of Insight 
Meditation, Insight Yoga, and the beholding nature practices.  I spent the year traveling back 
and forth from my home by the NC coast and Colombia, South America.  My practice 
deepened in Colombia as I explored nature and birds from the northeastern Caribbean coast 
to the mountains of the western part of the country and small villas nestled in valleys in 
between.  

                                                
2 Terry Tempest Williams, An Unspoken Hunger: Stories From the Field (Vintage Books: New 
York, 1994), p. 15. 
3Jelaluddin Rumi, The Essential Rumi, trans. Coleman Barks (Edison, NJ:  Castle Books, 
1997), p. 36. 
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Meditate Create blog entry March 24, 2011: 
The distinct, shrill sound stirs me from a restful sleep.  As I gradually 
awaken, I hear it again.  It is loud and full.  Its unequivocal tone, 
pitch, and melody fills what would be otherwise silence, and I 
become aware of a vast container of space in which it resounds.  I 
wait until again the sound comes.  I am more awake now, more aware 
that this sound is new to me.  I look to the window and notice that it 
is not yet light outside.  I am acutely aware that I have never before 
heard this particular sound.  Again, its lucidity astounds me.  The 
sound reverberates through my heart center area, and I feel its subtle 
vibrations as it moves out into my arms, torso, and legs.  I am aware 
of the sound moving both inside of me and outside of me.  All that I 
can imagine is wide open space outside of the window.  My body 
releases any holding on as it relaxes into infinite space and this one 
bird.  This one bird, trees, and a forest.  My mind imagines a forest, a 
tropical jungle.  In my mind, this sound echoes in a tropical jungle.  
My body and heart feel filled by the sound.  It stirs something 
primitive in me that I cannot name.  Name, name.  I observe my 
mind as it searches for the name of this sound, the call that signifies 
the embodied presence of this bird.  There is no name in my 
consciousness.  The sound is new.  In North America, I have a list of 
imagined possibilities of names and images through which I search 
and attempt to categorize in response to bird sounds.  Here, in 
Colombia, I have no list.  I have not studied birds of South America.  
I have no list, no images, no possibilities for categorization.  There is 
simply sound.  The sounds of birds that I hear in North America feel 
smaller.  They don’t fill me up, don’t come into me as the sound of 
this bird has entered me.  

             
I continue to listen, taking note of the seemingly empty space within 
which the call of this bird resides outside of my window.  It remains 
the only sound that I hear for a very long time.  The sound is slightly 
rhythmic, yet its intervals are not quite predictable.  The space that 
surrounds this bird’s call becomes nearly as palpable as the call.  With 
each passing moment, I become more aware of the vastness and 
silence of this space when the echo of the birdcall fades.  
 
Within approximately thirty minutes, I hear another bird’s call, then 
another.  The calls feel small in my body.  Their sound carries so little 
weight in the space in comparison to the other call. Within moments, 
I hear the unmistakable sound of an automobile climbing the hill 
outside. Within two minutes, I hear other cars.  The sound space 
outside my window has become transformed.  I am reminded that I 
am in a city, not a jungle.  My perception of the vastness of the space 
shrinks as it is filled with sounds of car engines and horns.  I hear the 
clip-clop sound of one horse’s hooves as the cart passes by outside, 
collecting recycling.  I feel my body tighten slightly, moving with the 
sounds from silence to noise.  
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IV. Embracing Darkness 
 
As I rise each morning before dawn, I am unsteady walking in the darkness.  I have grown to 
fear the darkness.  I can’t see well in the dark. 
  
The second foundation of mindfulness: Mindfulness of Feelings. What am I feeling? Fear.  
Where do I feel it in my body?  In my throat, chest, and stomach.  What is the quality of 
these sensations?  Constriction.  I stay with the present moment experience of fear as it 
manifests in my body.  Within thirty seconds, it releases.  
 
V. Seescapes 
 
Between 1999-2004, all of the women in my family who cared for me as a child died from 
cancer.  In 2006, after living in a large city for 18 years, I returned to my home state of 
North Carolina to reconnect with the natural world of my childhood.  I grew up on a lake 
surrounded by bald cypress trees.  Nature is my refuge.  
 
I look back at my landscape photographs from 2001-2008, and many of them were images 
of natural landscapes in fog. In 2008 I was diagnosed with Fuchs Dystrophy, a genetic 
degenerative corneal condition.  Two of the primary presentations of Fuchs Dystrophy are 
difficulty seeing in darkness and foggy vision during the morning.  I had become lost in the 
fog.  
 
In 2011 I picked up my camera again for the first time since the Fuchs diagnosis.  I created a 
body of work of contemplative photographs titled Seascapes that expresses the emotional 
tones of my healing journey through connection with the natural world.  It would be more 
aptly titled Seescapes.  As I look back at my photographic work since 2001, I have been 
making landscape photographs more with my heart and intuition than with my eyes.  As my 
vision has become less acute, my sense of inner listening has become stronger.  
 
 
VI. Trusting My Own Inner Wisdom 
 
One optometrist advised: “Anything that causes fluid retention in the eyes will worsen your 
symptoms.  Don’t cry.” 
There has been so much loss.  I cry.  My vision becomes clearer.  
 
 
VII. Embracing Uncertainty 
 
I walk into the ocean.  My friend runs ahead of me, her feet splashing cold water onto my 
body. I remember the jellyfish sting when I was a young girl that I have allowed to keep me 
out of the ocean for all of these years.  I may get stung again.  “Come on! Let’s go! Run!” my 
friend says as she grabs my hand, laughing and pulls me into the waves.  I am laughing.  I 
forget about the jellyfish.  I forget about the possibility of being stung again.  I walk until the 
water is over my head, and then I start swimming.  My body feels alive.  My heart opens.  I 
ride the waves.  I see that everything is a reflection of the rise and fall of the waves in the 
ocean.  I am laughing.  I feel free.  I finally feel free.  
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VIII. Reclaiming My Voice 
 
Coming to terms with our own diagnosis sometimes involves listening to the whispers of the 
symptoms.  My holistic optometrist told me in 2009 that my corneas were the seat of my 
power, and that I had given my power away.  He said that I would heal when I was able to 
reclaim my power and see the truth of my life.  I reclaim my voice, I speak my power, and 
the visual symptoms improve.  I connect deeply with the natural world, and I come to terms 
with my visual disturbance.  I correct the disturbances in my inner and outer life, and my 
vision becomes more stable.  We come to terms with our diagnosis by embracing what we 
fear most.  In the silence of nature, listening to the first birdsong at morning twilight, and 
swimming in the waves of the ocean, I embrace darkness and uncertainty.  
 
I will never again be silenced. 
 
When silence is a choice, it is a powerful refuge. When silence is imposed, it is soul death.  
 
 
IX.  Embracing Silence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
X. Reclaiming My True Nature 
 
Through focused study of recent research related to meditation, mindfulness and 
psychotherapy, neuroscience, the physiology of stress, and the plasticity of the brain, I 
understand that DNA expression can sometimes be moderated through meditation, stress 
reduction, nutrition, holistic medicine, and deepening a personal connection with the sacred 
in nature. 
 
I eat 75% raw. I drink half of my body weight in ounces of water per day.  I practice 
meditation. I practice Insight Yoga.  I savor beauty, love, and positive thoughts and 
experiences.  I utilize homeopathy, nutritional supplements, and micro current stimulation.  I 
cultivate a relationship with the sacred in nature.  I live from an open heart.  
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XI. Committed Practice 
 
My daily practices include: 
 
Insight Meditation 
Insight Yoga 
Presence to Dawn 
Sound meditation—birdsong  
 
Regular practices include: 
Walking the beach in search of treasures 
Sea kayaking to remote islands 
Contemplative photography practice 
Writing about the natural world 
 
My practices in service to others include: 
Practicing mindfulness-based psychotherapy and Ecotherapy  
Teaching Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction classes 
Teaching Mindful Stress Reduction classes and seminars in corporate environments 
Teaching nature journaling workshops 
 
 
 
XII. Becoming a Voice for the Earth 
 
My writing and photography practice is a contemporary inquiry into landscape, place, 
memory, narrative, and meaning.  I work with writing and photography to give voice to 
unspoken stories in the interest of healing and social change.  
 
I have partnered with local environmental organizations to create a book of photographs 
and meditative beholding practices in nature.  The book will be a fundraiser for an 
environmental non-profit organization, Friends of the Reserve.  It will contain photographs 
of the 10 coastal sites that are protected through the North Carolina Coastal Reserve and 
National Estuarine Research Reserve System.  It is hoped that the practices of connecting 
with nature will offer personal healing through opening the hearts of those who choose to 
engage with them.  It is hoped that through personal experiences of beholding nature at 
these 10 Reserve sites that participants will become inspired to support the continued 
preservation of these protected sites and the North Carolina coastline in general. 
 
 
 
XIII. Clear Seeing 
 
I embrace clear seeing through listening to my heart and my inner knowing.  I embrace what 
arises in each passing moment.   
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Meditate Create blog entry February 20, 2012: 
 

I’ve come full circle back to the collage work.  I tried to force 
something to be a photograph, but its deepest longing is to be 
collage.  Last weekend’s yoga workshop in Asheville brought some of 
this up, with all of the heart work.  When the heart opens more 
deeply, most of us find ourselves face to face with layers of whatever 
we haven’t made the time or commitment to be present with that 
needs our further attention.  And sometimes in order to bring 
something into the light, we need to become willing to enter the 
darkness.  
 
Lately I’ve been engaging in deep inquiry with and study of the 
Buddhist concept of clear seeing.  This concept relates to a clear 
awareness in which we are able to see clearly what is happening with 
ourselves, cultivate a nonjudgmental attitude, and see our experience 
without conceptual analysis.  In conjunction with this inquiry, I’m 
also undertaking a deeper study of the four foundations of 
mindfulness, beginning with the first foundation, mindfulness of the 
body.   
 
I’ve become quite curious about the interplay between clear seeing 
through nonconceptual awareness and how this relates with clear 
vision through the eyes.  My holistic optometrist states, “When you 
make the inner commitment to see the truth of your life, your eye 
tissue can heal.” He also states, “90% of your vision happens in your 
mind, and only 10% in your eyes.”  The older I become, the deeper 
my experiential understanding of the relationship between the mind 
and the body becomes.  It’s clear that when my vision or awareness 
of my internal landscape is occluded, my visual perceptual ability 
becomes less clear.  
 
Being willing to see the truth of our lives is a serious undertaking that 
requires a willingness to relate with things as they are instead of our 
habitual pattern of relating with things as we would like them to be. 
Mindfulness as a continual practice of bringing our attention back 
home to the breath, to sensations, feelings, thoughts, and mental 
objects is a foundational practice that can keep us grounded in a 
commitment to see the truth of our lives and to relate with things as 
they are.  
 
I continue to work with making these little background papers.  This 
week during a meditation in which I deepened my inquiry into the 
relationship between clear seeing as clear nonconceptual awareness 
and clear visual perception, an image came to me.  I was so struck by 
the image that I cancelled my plans the following day to attend a 
seminar and stayed in my studio putting the image into a collage.  
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The doctor states, “In order to see, you need to face your fears of 
what you are afraid of losing.  By being in darkness, you are facing 
the very thing that you are afraid of…”  Sometimes all it takes is 
willingness to enter the darkness.  
 

 
XIV. Synthesis 
 
I have taken up full residency in my heart and body.  Each day I choose to enter the silence.  
I am cultivating the heart to be present to whatever arises in my inner and outer landscape.  I 
am creating personal and environmental healing through engaging in a reciprocal 
relationship with the natural world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jennifer Johnson, MS, MFA, LPC, is a mindfulness-based psychotherapist and 
Ecotherapist, wellness and stress management coach, writer, and photographer. She teaches 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction classes and mindfulness and stress management 
workshops and retreats for individuals and corporations. For additional information, please 
visit www.everydaymindful.com and www.jenniferjohnsoncreative.com.  
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Finding Joy in a Dying Era 
 

by 
 

Marti Kane 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
For me, one of the most difficult aspects of being an environmental educator has 

been, as Thomas Berry puts it, living at the end of the Cenozoic Era.  I am acutely aware of 
the great beauty and irreplaceable biodiversity being destroyed by humans, including myself, 
and the challenge of mid-wiving the birth of a new era, the Ecozoic.  Our Great Work, 
Thomas says, is “…the task of moving modern industrial civilization from its present 
devastating influence on the Earth to a more benign mode of presence.”1 
 

When I was much younger, the challenge of the Great Work was energizing, but as I 
approached mid-life, I ran out of gas.  My grief at watching the Cenozoic pass and the 
weight of that Great Work felt so heavy; I was often overcome with feelings of helplessness, 
even depression.  In my 30-year career in environmental education, I could see no progress, 
nothing tangible I had done to advance the Great Work.  I saw myself as a lowly servant on 
the Titanic who had done everything possible to warn the crew of impending disaster.  No 
one had listened; worse yet, some people laughed and told me I was crazy.  I peered out of 
my lonely porthole at the great ocean and contemplated the death and destruction to come.    
 

In The Great Work, Thomas Berry reminds us that we did not choose to be born at 
this time; rather, we were “chosen by some power beyond ourselves.”  He says, “…we must 
believe that those powers that assign our role must in the same act bestow upon us the 
ability to fulfill our assigned role.”2  And so it was, at just the right time, these “powers” 
pulled me off the Titanic and plopped me down at The Center for Education, Imagination 
and the Natural World at Timberlake Farm Earth Sanctuary.  Through the Inner Life of the 
Child in Nature program, I began a healing process and came to see my “assigned role” with 
greater clarity.  I met “Sister Joy” in my beholding practice and that has made all the 
difference.  But I am getting ahead of myself in my story . . . 
 

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, The Great Work (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1999), p. 7. 
2 Berry, p. 7. 
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When I first came to Timberlake Farm, I was impressed, like many others, with the 
beauty, peace and joy that permeated the place.  I wanted to lie down on the ground and 
absorb every bit of the life-giving energy that radiated from everywhere and everyone.  My 
poor parched soul had found an oasis in the desert.  While the Titanic was a pretentious, 
sterile, steel-hearted beast, Timberlake was wild, green and fertile with a mother’s heart. 
 

On my first “solo” I discovered the bamboo forest near the Marsh Bridge.  At first I 
was horrified: oh no, an invasive species perched like a predator inside all this native beauty. 
But some loving power (a Muse no doubt) urged me to make friends with the bamboo.  The 
bamboo silently welcomed me to sit, be sheltered from the cold breezes and enjoy the 
stream.  While digging in the ground with a stick to find the bamboo’s “feet,” I unearthed a 
tiny treefrog with dark stripes along the sides of his face.  I held him for a brief moment, 
then carefully returned him to his hibernaculum and covered him with a blanket of sycamore 
leaves.  What fun to be a treefrog and live in this great bamboo-sequoia, I thought. 
 

On my next solo, I walked the Keyhole Trail and found a magical field of quartz 
boulders.   They looked like dirty snowballs nestled against the beech and oak trees at the 
edge of Lake MacIntosh.   Quartz makes its own electricity when stressed (piezoelectricity) 
and these boulders surely looked like they had experienced a rough life inside Mother Earth.  
I could imagine little glowing balls of electricity emanating from these rocks – fairy lights 
that would dance along the hill and follow the breezes across the lake.  Soon the urge to 
build a fairy house overtook me.  Not having time to actually make a house, I placed bits of 
quartz on a carpet of moss and made a fence with sticks peeled by beavers.  Here the fairies 
could have a picnic or their own little Woodstock. Then I noticed the trash that had floated 
in from the lake.  It seemed to be everywhere. I decided the fairies would be very 
appreciative if I removed the ugly plastic containers, glass bottles and rusty cans from their 
beautiful spot.  I didn’t have a trash bag with me, so I piled the trash in the hollow of an old 
root ball and promised the fairies I’d be back to collect it next month.  (I came early on my 
next visit to remove the trash.) 
 

On each visit, I wondered what turned on my “imagination switch” as soon as I 
entered Timberlake.  Was it the beauty of the land and the earth energies contained within?  
Was it the artwork sprinkled around the place that always surprised and delighted?  Was it 
the whimsy of the green man and the raccoon bus stop that made me laugh out loud as I 
hiked the trails?  Was it Sandy’s flute playing and the beautiful, wise voices of Carolyn and 
Peggy?   Was it the Chapel and the sense of the sacred it embodied?  Was it the authenticity 
and unwavering acceptance shown by my classmates in the program?   
 

Whatever “it” was, my heart wanted to re-create it for others, in other places.  But, I 
still struggled with overwhelming sadness whenever I looked at environments outside of 
Timberlake.  The death of the natural world seemed always on my mind.  During our June 
retreat, Carolyn suggested that Nature and the Human Soul by Bill Plotkin might have some 
insights for me.  (I had already read his earlier book, Soulcraft, and loved it.)  I borrowed 
Carolyn’s copy and was drawn to chapter 9, “The Artisan in the Wild Orchard.”  In this 
section, Bill, a Jungian psychologist and nature guide, tells about his encounter with Death as 
a “personal and embodied presence” in Grotto Canyon in southern Utah.  High on a canyon 
wall, in a very deserted, out-of-the-way place, was a large alcove that was difficult for even 
experienced hikers to reach.  The alcove seemed creepy and foreboding to those who found 
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it, so it became known as the “Alcove of Death.”  Bill’s objective in entering this alcove was 
“ . . . to look Death in the eye – if he was really there – and make a solemn declaration of my 
soulwork, and ask him to take my life anytime my commitment should falter.”3  Bill surely 
was a serious fellow! 
 

When Bill finally climbed up the canyon wall and peered into the depths of the 
alcove, he saw “ . . . a thin, ten-foot-tall humanoid figure in high relief, apparently formed 
from minerals leaching from water seeps in the soft sandstone.”4  Heart-pounding, Bill told 
Death about his soulwork and commitment to it, but Death seemed disinterested.  Death 
said: “You can make whatever promises you want, but they’re of no interest to me until you 
make a commitment to her.”5 
 

Bill looked to the left of Death and noticed a smaller figure on the alcove wall.  
Death explained: “This is my wife, Joy . . . She is as much a presence in eternity as me . . . 
You have some awareness of mortality and a beginning relationship with me, but you have 
little affiliation with Joy.  Your soulwork will not progress further until you surrender to her.  
Don’t come back until you have.”6 
 

The way Bill explained what happened to him that day spoke directly to my soul: 
   
“An embrace of joy truly had not been my strong point.  I tend to be overly earnest.  
I had expected Death to help me become even more assiduous, but in fact he 
directed me toward what I now see was my least developed virtue – the capacity for 
light-heartedness, playfulness, and simplicity, the capacity to surrender to joy . . . 
Since that first visit to the Alcove of Death, I have come to think of it as, in truth, 
the Alcove of Love, a celebration of the alchemy between Death and Joy who, 
joined, exit as Love.”7 

  
So, on the last day of our June retreat, I crossed over the Marsh Bridge and made my 

own commitment to Joy.  I pledged to get to know her better and learn all I could from her.  
This required only a slight alteration of the beholding practice we had already learned in our 
Inner Life of the Child in Nature program.  I wasn’t sure what to expect from Joy and, to tell 
you the truth, I was a little afraid of her.  Later that evening, I decided I’d feel safer if I went 
to one of my favorite places in Raleigh, Blue Jay Point Park, to make Joy’s acquaintance.  
Here’s what I wrote in my journal that day: 
 

Shyly I approach Joy, waiting for a welcoming glance, some signal, I know not what, 
that will let me know I can get closer and gaze longer.  I feel awkward, like some 
kind of voyeur.  I sit in a beautiful garden by a human-made pond with cascading 
water.  A turtle runs up the sidewalk and kerplops into the pond.  Nearby, a Fowler’s 
toad talks to himself, “waaah, waah.”  I ask the toad if he knows Joy. 

                                                
3 Bill Plotkin, Nature and the Human Soul (Novato, CA: New World Library), p. 373. 
4 Plotkin, p. 374. 
5 Plotkin, p. 374. 
6 Plotkin, p. 374. 
7 Plotkin, pp. 374-375. 
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“Joy is a pond filled with bugs,” says the toad, “and the sound of flowing water.  Joy 
would also be a mate, but so far tonight, I’ve not found one.  Waah.” 
 
“No, I mean Sister Joy, the spirit.” 
 
“Oh,” says the toad.  “Joy likes to sit here by the pond and play with dragonflies.  
Do you hear the calls of the titmouse?  Joy’s voice sounds something like that when 
she is playing.” 
 
“So Joy likes to play?”  
 
“Yes, she recommends regular play,” says the toad.  “She also likes to look into the 
pond to see her reflection and make funny faces if there is nothing else to laugh 
about.” 
 
“This Joy is a strange spirit child.” 
 
“Yes,” says the toad, “But we all love her.  You will see in due time.” 

 
The day after the Marsh Bridge Crossing, the universe presented me with an 

opportunity and tested my resolve.  I was offered a job as park manager of the Wilkerson 
Nature Preserve.  I gulped and resigned my position with the Wildlife Commission.  I left 25 
years of state government behind and began my understudy with Sister Joy in earnest.  Joy 
spoke to me that day, but as a mother rather than as a playful child.  “I am proud of you, 
daughter,” Joy said, “for you have chosen me over Death.  You have stepped out in faith 
and honored me.  You will be rewarded.” 
 

As I continued my beholding practices, I began to see that Joy animates all 
movement in nature, whether making a nest, looking for food, playing or walking or flying 
about.  Whenever I saw movement, I looked for Joy.  I found her in the bluebird flying 
around my yard, a young rabbit rolling in the dirt, a leafhopper springing off my arm, and 
the hummingbirds at my nectar feeder.  Joy is energy in one form or another, I wrote in my 
journal.  Plants move, too, but their movement is slower and more difficult to detect. 
 

One summer night, I sat with Joy shortly after sunset.  We listened to the male 
katydids and pretended we were the female katydids deciding which singer we liked the best 
and might choose for our mates.  Joy liked the passionate, high-pitched fellow in the hickory 
tree, while I favored the lower-pitched, steady one in the sweetgum.  “How boring,” cackled 
Grandmother Joy. “You’ve got to be willing to take risks.”   That night, Joy was a very 
earthy crone as we giggled together on my front porch in the growing darkness. 
 

When I began to set up the Wilkerson Nature Preserve, I came to know Dr. Annie, 
who deeded her farm to the City of Raleigh for the preserve.  Dr. Annie was an obstetrician 
who delivered at least 8,000 babies in her 53-year medical career. The more I read of her life 
and the more I heard stories from friends and family, the more I saw Joy working in this 
great woman of medicine.  Today I feel like a true partner to Dr. Annie and Grandmother 
Joy as we go about making the preserve a sacred place where people can connect with 
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nature.  Whether park visitors are flying a kite, walking a dog, catching bugs or playing in a 
teepee made of sticks, they experience Joy.  “Nature Play” activities have become the heart 
of what we do at the preserve.  Imagination is truly honored here. 
 

I don’t know where this will ultimately take me in my soulwork, but I finally feel at 
peace with my “assigned role.”  The Titanic rests peacefully on the ocean floor and I am 
skipping joyfully through Dr. Annie’s pastures.  I would like to say to all my Inner Life 
classmates and like-minded friends: Welcome to the Ecozoic!  Our soulwork and the Great 
Work are intertwined.  Pay attention to your soulwork and, rest assured, you’ll truly be 
performing your “assigned role” in the Great Work.  I wish all of you much Joy! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Martha (Marti) Kane has a masters degree in natural resources management and 
environmental education from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point.  She has been 
working in environmental education in North Carolina since 1980.  Work assignments 
included outreach educator for Catawba Science Center, 8th grade science teacher for 
Alexander County Public Schools, wildlife education specialist for N.C. Wildlife Resources 
Commission, the lead interpretation and education specialist for N.C. Division of Parks and 
Recreation, and director of the Centennial Campus Center for Wildlife Education.  Marti is 
now having the time of her life as manager of the Annie Louise Wilkerson, MD, Nature 
Preserve Park for the City of Raleigh Parks and Recreation.  
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Here, Now 
 

by 
 

Kevin McDonough 
 
 

I think I am going to speak with a completely rational voice.  With the intellect, you might 
say.  Yes, it is loud and noisy and can be chaotic, but it is there and it is the voice echoing in 
so many of our minds.  So, I will let it speak because it wants to be heard, too.  And the 
other intellects, perhaps, can hear this one more easily than the deep down booming hollow 
tone moans that breathe and seep when we sit in silence.   
To my mind, there is confusion and a lack of clarity.  It does not know.  Perhaps it can not 
know.  It tries and it mights and it wills but it does not seem to attain so much.  But I try to 
have compassion for it and that is why it has the chance to speak now.  Here is what it is 
trying to figure, to work through, to muster and might and cringe and create (yes, it’s doing 
all of that): 
… 
 
 
…No, forget that, it’s too much.  
 I think all the time, so I really just have to stop thinking.  Sorry, intelligent mind of words 
and verbs, I gave you a chance there, but my head is already starting to hurt a little bit and I 
really am not up for that kind of crunching number, pushing, pounding thought process 
business.  
It will have to just flow.  
That’s what I’m good at anyways, the easy peasy, flowin’.  I am a Pisces after all don’tchya 
know?  
Yes, and I heard in a proverbial sort of saying recently that this is a time to let go of the 
banks of the river and ride the waves and what have you.  
This wave.   
I’m usually good at that sort of thing.   
This wave, that takes me out and along and into ocean and into sea and into spirit melting 
me.  And back to the banks of river shore  
and back by the trees that know more  
and back to when I was a boy  
and back to the heart that could see clear and back and back and back I go to mother other 
fish swim and jungle bumble giant step among the dinosaur and into volcano and mist and 
flame and here I am and there I am again again again…   
It is the story, yes.   
It is the story, yes.   
You know it and I know it and we all tell it in our way.   
In our wander and struggle and stifle and reach and press and grow and explode and love 
and leap and here we are again, you and me.   
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So, the story goes page to page to page and now so many questions leap out at us on this 
earth and at this time that we think we have forgotten how to answer and how to know.   
Part of us, at least, thinks we have forgotten.   
But we have not forgotten, we can never forget.  We can only sink into delusion for a while 
but not forever… 
 
What does this mean?  What am I saying?  Did I lose someone?   
 
Those holding onto the bank, I’m sorry this may not make any sense.   
Sense is only on the bank, I’m afraid.   
Out in the river we have this kind of water talk and feely funny bone sort of magical way of 
being.  It’ s really great. So, please just let go for a second. Please try to let go and just feel 
the words move over and over and through and through.  Fear can arise and question and 
clam up and want explanation, but it’s best to just let that pass too.   
And, I’m sorry, but it takes practice, so it might be hard at first –  
or else something will tell you it’s hard, and it will be hard if you let that something convince 
you.   
Lost again?   
Well, I’m out of explanations, so we’ll have to just make another plunge and those that are 
riding will ride…   
Into the ocean, expanse, breezeless breeze,  
over seas and air, seas and air  
on wings mystical and bright and birthing the first things seen,  
the first things known,  
the first one grown  
out of black into beauty,  
out of black and into beauty.   
It is so wonderful this waterfall,  
this parade of color that swirls in the deep pool,  
reflecting mirror of my conscious self,  
reflecting the inward and connecting me home,  
to the center where it is ever still and no speech.   
No word, sound… 
 
 
 
I hope you can rest here because this is the source and this is you and this is me.   
I hope you can rest here.   
 
The trees and bees live it unconscious.  They live it unconscious, they don’t know.  So 
natural, it appears.   
We perceive and think and regard.  We with our self, conscious.  Perceive the figures and 
depth, the shadow, regret.   
We split, divide, categorize and call, and name and number to it all.   
In the effort and attempt to concept.   
But I think you know all this.   
You know all this. So, perhaps more to the point, the person, the me in this mix.   
My own self story here we have.  What am I learning?  What am I doing?  What can I share?   
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I can only share so much in words.  So much on paper.  So much in letters.  
But I think you already know this.   
You do.   
Sorry for any redundancy and thank you for your patient observation and attendance to my 
process here.  Is it coming clear?   
Maybe not…   
 
I’m thinking this is just a reflection as it were.   
A different reflection than the one we encountered previously.   
This is more of a personal reflection, one more about me the person.  The mind.  The 
thinking, the cultured, the identified and educated, the labeled and historical, the named and 
grown, the cause and effect me, the 6 foot 2 me, yes that me.   
I say it is reflection because it is my honest process.   
It is how I ramble and mumble and tumble out onto the page.   
It is how my surroundings speak to me and through me as I am here in my apartment 
writing on a computer about nature.   
Nature, right?   
Aren’t I going to talk about nature at some point?   
The grounds crew (or whatever they are called) just arrived and are mowing my grass.  It’s 
kind of funny – they are like a little military invasion with their mowers and choppers and 
weeders and wheels and motors.  Nice that it’s included in the rent, though.  Pretty 
convenient.  Cut that grass!   
How forgotten it gets so quickly.   
Oh, the mechanics and mechanism and technical capacity!   
What a mix of vibration and consciousness.   
OK, the sound is dimming a bit now as they move to the back of the house.  Hopefully, I 
can recover somewhat.   
 
 
Back to nature, right?  Isn’t that what this is about?  Nature, yes.   
 
 
Trees and water and birds and rocks and even as I speak these words the tenderness can 
come through.  Because it is tender.  Don’t mistake the irony for a lack of love.   
The love is there as I say rock and tree and bird.  It comes back to me, it comes back to me.  
Somewhere it is held and kept and still speaks even as my grass is cut and the light bulb 
burns and computer tip taps,  
even amidst jokes and laughs and pain from our separation I can still hold it there, 
somewhere.   
It is beautiful and makes me cry if it needs to.   
It is there and I am so grateful that I can recognize it and nourish it and care for it and love 
it.  This space that feels its home back in the water and rock and tree.  I am so grateful to be 
able to touch this space because it is life that lives and breathes and sustains.  It is life.   
I practice yoga and meditation to sustain and keep this touch.  This love.  I practice 
observation and journaling and listening and poetry to keep this touch.  I am so grateful to 
have the opportunity to learn and develop these abilities.  And I love to share this with 
others and enable our youth to make this touch and keep this touch, for the ones that still 
hold it strong...   
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The weed-eating guy is now just outside my front door and it makes me think of a horror 
movie (except I guess that’s chainsaws – same mutter rumble motor action, though).   
Anyways, the irony.   
Anyways, I hope you can see some humor here.   
Our situation.   
The schizophrenia as, I think, Thomas Berry says.   
Sometimes you have to laugh at it too – at least I do.  That’s just how I do.   
I know that others hold the sorrow and pain deep and do not recognize any humor here.  I 
can respect that.   
 
But, really, what can we do?  Really, where are we going and really, what can we do?  What 
can we do?  What can we do? 
   
I’m sure we are already doing something, we are already trying to be the consciousness that 
can heal us and our planet.   
To be the consciousness that breathes life back into the lungs.   That cleans our forests and 
rivers and swamps and clears the minds of gigabytes and digits and crunching numbers.   
That brings us back to the silence.   
We are all already doing this practice and we are doing it so wonderfully and with such grace 
and it is so beautiful and that love and that effort is holding the touch, holding the hand in 
the pool, the source.  I love you.  And thank you.   
For everything you are doing.   
I know the children are so grateful too and I hope that we can all recognize our efforts and 
recognize the movement and recognize how it changes us, how we are changed too.  How 
we, as teachers and writers and gardeners and mothers are changed and changing with this 
conscious effort.  I feel a subtle strain to speak the sentiments I seek to reach here.  I think 
you know what I mean.  But I don’t know...   
 
I’m fumbling a bit.   
And kind of hungry.   
This life has so many demands, and I have to laugh.  Forgive me.   
I’ve drunk all my water too.   
But the grass cutting invaders are gone and it is only the steady sound of bird chirping and 
car passing out my window.  How lovely.  How lovely, the sun after the rain storm today.  
How lovely it was to walk today under the trees in West Durham.  It was lovely and 
beautiful.  I hope you got to be in the sun today, it was nice. 
 
And how does this end?  And what has passed in this jumble zoo of message to you?   
Wither these words and wonders and why the mention motion potion of all sorts of 
experience mumbling and bumping into one another?   
Why this and why that?   
 
I think it is illustrative.   
It is me now in my chair in the living room as my roommate fills a pot of water.   
It’s really me here and I think that speaks to something.   
To the mind and the thoughts and the experiences washing over us each and every second.   
To the questions and quests and confusions and misunderstanding.   
It’s all a jumble isn’t it, our experience?  
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So, I pay no effort to disclude the jumble.   
I let the jumble in rodeo style with cowboy whipping around.   
It is so modern isn’t it – or are we post-modern or something?   
 
So modern, but so ancient when we speak certain words and harken back to our older selves,  
the older sense that treads behind and between and within.   
It is the speech here, the speaking, the talking and imagining that unites us.   
That connects to mother earth and brother tree and sister wind as she comes and goes.  As 
she comes and goes, you know.   
She is here and so is Sun and so is cell phone and so is another stimulation arriving and 
another and another.  Among the peoples and the times.  Among conflicted interest and 
political discourse.  Competition and clash, all jumbling out.   
 
Where will it lead and what does it mean?   
I don’t know, it’s far too complicated for this mind of words and verbs and things heard and 
sense and percept.   
But here it is.   
On the page.   
Expressed as it comes and goes, here.  
The situation.   
The station.   
Where I find myself seated at this time,  
as I hold the wisdom I have gained through listening and keeping the thread of 
consciousness that ties me back to silent spring,  
that ties me back to the young people in the garden and the other teachers and tryers and 
preachers and neighbors.  
Ties me back to the land and back to the people.   
I hope you hear me.   
At least on some of this and, if not, perhaps it has at least been amusing at times in its 
randomness and clamor.   
You have to laugh at those bumps and mumbles.  They are the rocks in the soup, the pepper 
popping, they keep it spicy and alive.   
Good soup.   
Enjoy.   
Love and Peace.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kevin McDonough – Born and raised in Durham, North Carolina.  Kevin studied theater 
and sculpture at Durham School of the Arts and Psychology and Anthropology at McGill 
University.  He currently works for Inter-Faith Food Shuttle at two community gardens in 
Durham.  Kevin is a poet, educator, and gardener.  He loves music and good food and funny 
stuff.  His favorite crop is sweet potatoes.  His favorite color is green with some blue.  
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Connecting the Inner and Outer Worlds 
 

by  
 

Matthew E. B. McGuire 
 

 
I only went out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out 

till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.1 
 

~ John Muir 
 

 
 As an early teenager, I encountered the above quote, and it was an enduring source 
of wisdom and clarity for me.  Its message: the outdoors is really the indoors; or, in other 
words, being outside of walls is really being at home.  What a revolutionary idea!  In high 
school, I remember publicly listing this quote as a personal source of inspiration, which 
baffled many of my teenage friends.  “What does it mean?” they would say.  I’d try to 
explain (which earned me the title of “Nature Boy”), but never could quite relay the 
profound importance of these words and the message they contain.  It was something that 
had to be felt in order to be understood.  One had to experience the deep cosmic 
connection with the universe for his or herself in order to fully understand that we humans 
are not separate from the rest of the natural world, but are intrinsically a part of it. 
 
 When I enrolled in this two year course on the “Inner Life of the Child in Nature: 
Presence and Practice”, I originally sought to deepen this connection that I had previously 
felt many times with the natural world, and share it with the world around me.  Prior to the 
beginning of this course, I had found myself spending more time inside in front of a 
computer screen, knowing intellectually that the natural world was a sacred source of 
abundance, but not truly living in line with this wisdom.  I sought to flip the balance of 
outdoor/indoor time, and instead of spending 80% of my time indoors, I wanted to spend 
80% of my time out-of-doors. 
 
 While these were noble goals (and ones that helped guide me along the way), what I 
really found throughout the first year of this program was that it wasn’t only the quantity of 
time spent outside that was important, it was the quality of the interaction with the natural 
world that was paramount.  One could spend all day walking around outside, but never stop 
to pay attention to the subtle waft of a breeze, or the sound of a bird call in the distance, or 
the gentle presence of a daytime moon smiling down from above.   
 
 As part of this course, I began journaling daily about these moments of deep 
connection with the natural world, and this writing (coupled with weekly meditation(s)) 

                                                
1 John Muir, John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir; Edited by Linnie Marsh 
Wolfe (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1938, republished 1979). 
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helped to solidify these sacred experiences in my consciousness on a daily basis.  I began 
listening to and paying attention to the sound of wind chimes, observing and tracking the 
phases of the moon relative to the sun, and seeking out the company of birds.  Not a day 
went by that I didn’t find at least one moment of profound connection with the larger world, 
even amidst the busy, fast paced-society that we all live in.  As I consistently found these 
experiences in nature (or, should I say, as these experiences found me!), I sought them out 
more often, with no expectations; just a simple faith that the universe would provide – and it 
did!  It was a brilliant positive feedback loop that led me conscientiously out into the natural 
world time and time again, and helped to slow me down to the pace of nature and get in 
tune with her beauty and wisdom. 
 
 As one year passed, and it came time to write a dedicated intention to put into 
practice for my second year of the program, I realized that what I needed to do was continue 
the simple practices that I was already engaging in (the daily writings and weekly meditations) 
in order to solidify my connection to the natural world.  I realized that through these 
experiences, I was gaining access into my true self (or Essential Self as I’ve heard it called), 
not the worldly self built on ego identifications.  Instead of seeking external experiences as a 
guide for my practice, I needed to continue delving deeper into my Essential Self in order to 
unearth the primordial connection that I felt hidden within me.  (What’s more, I am not 
alone in this connection: I began to realize that just as we exist within the universe, the 
universe also exists within each of us.  On a practical level, we consist of the same material 
and elements that are found in other parts of the universe.  However, on a spiritual level, the 
entire universe can be accessed simply by focusing on a deep breath and the stillness that lies 
within each of us.) 
 
 In this way, John Muir’s quote from the beginning of this writing takes on a whole 
new significance.  As he says, “…going out, I found, was really going in.”  As I learned 
through engaging in my practice, going out into the world helps us to also go inside of 
ourselves and find the same mysteries hidden within.  If going inside of oneself reveals the 
entire universe, therefore, going in is actually going out as well!  It works both ways, as these 
two worlds are intrinsically connected.  By exploring one, it naturally follows that one will 
encounter the other.  This also seems to suggest that the outer world and the inner world are 
in fact One in the same (and both, in my humble opinion, are Sacred). 
 
 This information is a bit mind boggling and hard to handle amidst a world that 
doesn’t always value the outer and inner worlds as sacred.  I look at the natural world and 
the interior lives of all beings as sanctuaries, however these places are frequently cluttered 
with the stresses of modern day life.  It is often times difficult to find a quiet and sacred 
outdoor space amidst the hubbub of city life.  As I sit here writing, the harsh sounds of dogs 
barking, lawnmowers humming, and cars whirring are currently drowning out the more 
subtle sounds of children playing and birds chirping.  The same is true for inner life.  We are 
often times so stressed out by the demands of our jobs, bills to pay, or emails to write that 
we forget to take time to focus on the stillness that exists within us all.  We spend more time 
lost in our heads, full of thoughts, over stimulated, than present in our spacious and loving 
hearts.  Outer and inner lives are commonly viewed as commodities that must be used to the 
fullest extent, and this has the potential to lead to an unhealthy relationship with the natural 
world and with ourselves. 
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 This is a struggle that I face daily as I try to find purpose and meaning in life.  I try to 
“Find my Essential Self, connect that Self to the (sacred) Natural World, Let My Life Speak 
by Being Myself, and know that that’s enough,” as I wrote in my dedicated intention last fall.  
However, the demands of modern day life to have a house, put food on the table, work, 
travel, have children and/or pets, pay bills, provide healthcare, etc. all require a balancing act 
that is difficult at best (impossible at worst) to achieve.  One begins to make sacrifices and 
compromises that tear away at the sacred connection to the natural world.  It is a daily 
struggle to simplify and focus on the aspects of life that are true and sacred while still staying 
afloat in this “real world”.  This process of “growing up” is particularly hard when one sees 
the detrimental effects that we humans have had on the outer and inner lives of all beings in 
our society. 
 
 However, through these modern day struggles, we also have the ability to find our 
way back to the Sacred.  As I said earlier, if one pays close attention, this connection to the 
divine can be found each and every day without a doubt.  The following few examples have 
been meaningful over the last few months of my practice: 

 
~  In late January 2012, my partner, Sadie, and I adopted a little dog named Lucky, 
and he gets us outside for at least 2 nice walks a day.  Lucky and I start most days by 
accompanying Sadie to her school about 6 blocks away, and we usually return to pick 
her up later in the afternoon.  These daily walks provide ample opportunities to 
observe the native neighborhood surroundings, urban as they may be.  However, 
Lucky favors a walk in the woods whenever possible.  Just within the last week, 
Lucky became interested in something off the trail in the Alabama woods, and his 
curiosity allowed my stepbrother and me to see a troop of armadillos sniffing around 
and rooting along the hillside.  These sure were cute little boogers, and the first time 
to my knowledge that I’ve actually seen them alive (as opposed to “sleeping” on the 
side of the road).  I’m sure thankful for Lucky’s assistance in pointing out these 
magical beings! 
 

            
Little Lucky in the Big Woods of West Greensboro 
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~ Sadie also recently found a bird feeder on the side of the road, and we hung it in a 
prominent location on our back porch.  We’ve enjoyed the daily bird visitors from 
our bathroom viewing window, and we’ve already noticed numerous species that 
we’ve never seen in our backyard before.  Just today, a rose breasted grosbeak, 
downy woodpecker, tufted titmouse, cardinals, house finches, and chipping sparrows 
stopped by for a snack.  It’s so enjoyable to welcome these friends into our daily 
lives, and engage in the process of paying close attention to their coloration, size, and 
other details for later identification.  Each bird is unique, yet each is part of the 
greater whole of connectedness of all beings. 

 
~ One major endeavor that I’ve embarked upon over the last few months is that I’ve 
biked and hiked a significant portion of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail in North 
Carolina.  This trail runs from the Smoky Mountains in the west to the Outer Banks 
in the east, and I’ve been fortunate enough to journey on much of the portion of this 
trail between Kill Devil Hills and Greensboro.  The moments of connection to the 
natural world are too many to elaborate on fully, but suffice it to say that this 
adventure has been quite divine thus far.  One particularly rich moment was when 
my stepbrother, Charlie, disappeared one morning, only to find that he was hidden in 
the branches of the lone tree above my head.  He was hard to spot even after I heard 
him chuckling up there, and he blended right into the tree in subsequent pictures, 
proving that humans are just another branch on the vast Tree of Life. 
 
 

 
            Charlie in tree near Myrna, NC 

 
 

~Lastly, I’ve so enjoyed recent trips spending time with various family members.  I 
was fortunate enough to spend a week at the beach with my 3-year-old niece, Zoe, 
last fall.  The ocean is such a rich clashing of the elements, with the watery waves 
crashing into the shifting sands of earth, and the wind whipping up and down the 
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coast as the fiery sun beats down overhead.  It was so special to experience the 
richness of this dynamic place from the fresh perspective of niece Zoe.  She and 
Uncle Mattie dug in the moist sand and unearthed clams, witnessed stunning sunsets 
behind dark thunderheads, enjoyed an exhilarating swim in the lake-like ocean on a 
calm day, and saw the crescent “toe-nail” moon reflecting off the ocean at night.  
She is such a vibrant child when in a natural setting like this (as most children are), 
and her senses yearned to be engaged in this way. 

 
Granted, I haven’t been working for pay much over the last few months, but the depth of 
natural experiences both without and within have been more valuable to me than dollar bills 
at this moment in my life.  I’m sure that balance will shift again soon, but I pray that the 
universe will provide a life and livelihood that will continue to place the Sacred at the 
forefront in my life, and allow me to share it with others.  I also hope and pray to continue 
bridging the gap between my Essential Self (inner life) and the Natural World (outer life).  
As I discovered earlier, I view these as One in the same, and to not live in conjunction with 
that principle would be to live less than a whole life. 
 
Before closing, I want to thank the “Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and 
Practice” for helping us in this process of opening up to the numinous universe we inhabit, 
and that inhabits us.  Through these nearly two years of presence and practice, this course 
has helped me realize that we are all children with rich inner lives intricately linked to nature.  
Thank you. 
 
 

JUST AS I SUSPECTED 
 

In a vision I heard this clearly whispered: 
Study those who sing the most, but are free of criticism and praise. 

Following that advice, things turned out just as I suspected: 
I started spending more time with birds. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Matthew Eugene Bailey McGuire was born and raised in Birmingham, Alabama, and he 
hasn’t been in a hurry ever since.  His connection to the Natural World was solidified on a 
15-day trip down the Colorado River with family and close friends when he was 13 years old.  
He later attended Guilford College in Greensboro, NC, and studied Environmental Studies, 
among other things.  He has worked at a summer camp for autistic individuals in Black 
Mountain, NC for 9 years, and has also taught all ages (children through adults) in various 
realms.  He currently lives in Greensboro with his partner, Sadie, and his incredibly cute 
puppy dog, Lucky.  
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The Forest in the Trees: Discovering the Sacred Within the Mundane 
 

by 
 

Amy Nelson 
 
 

 
Two years ago at the start of my practice, I had an aversion to trees.  They blocked 

my view of the sky, of the skyline, the horizon, the infinite.  Underneath this green canopy, 
as beautiful as it was, I felt trapped.  

I grew up on water surrounded by farmland. My sense of awe and wonder was 
nurtured from an early age by the reflection of moon against bay, the swirling sunsets in 
hues of pink, orange, and purple, the water birds in all their grace, the surrounding corn 
fields, the bolts of lightening and storm clouds as they approached my house from 
Annapolis, powerful and determined.  Whenever I needed time to myself, I would climb out 
on my roof and watch the stars. 

After attending college in Ohio, I found myself in North Carolina where I met my 
husband.  Soon after we got married, the children arrived. I didn’t expect we’d remain in the 
forests of North Carolina for too long – I being from the north, he being from the west 
coast.  But over a decade later, we were still here.  It was in Durham that I discovered the 
Montessori method.  As soon as the children were old enough, I began to study this 
approach to education. Soon, I was a teacher for the 3-6 year old set.  We were completely 
absorbed in the hum of family life and work. 

Montessorians are expected to cover Geography as part of their curriculum.  We 
study landforms, continents, the elements of land, air, and water, the planets, and inner earth 
– among other topics.  When we pull out the continent Puzzle Maps, we always begin with 
what is closest and most familiar to the child: the continent they call home; in this case, 
North America.  For my internship some years ago, I developed lessons that explored the 
three major ocean zones.  The children delighted in exploring the various creatures that 
roam the sunlit, twilight, and midnight zones – particularly the dramatic players like the 
sperm whale and the colossal squid.  Part of my mission was to find ways to bring out the 
dramatic and powerful in nature.  I wanted to convince the children steeped in pop culture 
characters and TV shows that the real world was much more interesting.  

These exercises – as popular as they were - caused me to look inward and wonder 
about my choices.  Like me, these children were landlocked.  Was the ocean with its tropical 
fish and coral reefs so relevant to them?  Children in the 3-6 year old age range are at a 
developmental stage in which knowledge is passed through the senses.  Was this really the 
way to cultivate a love and appreciation for their immediate natural world, or were these 
exercises still too “otherworldly”?   I realized that I was transferring my own modalities of 
escape onto the children.  It was time to walk out into my backyard and learn to love it.  
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When I first came to the Earth Sanctuary in Whitsett, I was embraced by an 
immediate sense of calm.  Because of the natural order, the sense of peace is palpable.  I 
found myself quickly going back to the time when I too was surrounded by nature – much 
more than what we find in the suburbs and cities of today.  I was back in water country with 
the fisherman and farmers, the turtles and horseshoe crabs, the blue fish and geese – except 
here, there was very little water . . . and an ocean of trees.  

When I took that first walk around the property on paths of moss, leaves, and tree 
roots, I knew that I’d been put there for a reason.  I looked up at the trees and realized this 
was the place I would be doing some important – and much delayed – inner work.  

We always want to ascend.  The human spirit forever longs to unite with its Beloved, 
doesn’t it?  For some, the Beloved is far, for others, the Beloved is near.  For me, the 
Beloved is both – sometimes near, sometimes far. In some ways, my aversion to my 
immediate surroundings in the topographical sense was a reflection of how far I had veered 
from seeing my Beloved in the everyday.  I was longing for a place that would resonate with 
my spirit, not a place that required me to harmonize with it.  A lot of this had to do with 
stress:  working full time, raising children, organizing community events on the weekends. 
All of this work was a labor of love, but there just wasn’t enough time for rest.  I recognized 
the need for it, and realized that I didn’t have the money or the time to escape to some far-
away Caribbean island every month to regenerate and reconnect.  I needed to let go of the 
mystical unknown, and begin to experience the mysteries of the known. 

When we began the practice of beholding at the Center for Education, Imagination, and 
the Natural World, I knew that a prayer from a small inner voice was being answered.  It 
began with the very powerful realization that the regular act of reflecting and beholding (like 
prayer and meditation) was a necessary component and a perfect training ground for receiving. 
So much of my adult life had been spent doing, forging ahead, and making things happen. 
However, the creative process is quick to run dry, and inspiration evaporates when these 
other pieces aren’t in place, when the creative voice is pushed down by the demands of 
modern living.  To carve out time to behold – in my mind – was not as necessary as washing 
dishes, folding laundry, giving baths, etc. But slowly, a deeper knowledge began to re-
emerge.  I could see the value in these short, silent moments in nature.  Staying up at dawn, 
watching the sunrise, and listening to the creatures as they sang praises (before the honking 
of alarm clocks and the onslaught of modern-life busyness), changed my entire day.  The 
subtle realm – usually drowned out by the gross, modern realm – was gaining presence.  It 
brought the deep priorities I had as a mother back to the surface: The secret wishes, the 
mother I wanted to be, the books I wanted to read with my children curled up in bed, the 
quiet walks we never took together, the thoughtful way of going about life when one is living 
with presence.  The active practice of beholding had the potential to shape and inform the 
way I navigated through life.  I could see it.  Allowing for these moments would have an 
affect on the rest of my life.  There would be more pause, more forgiveness (of myself), 
more awareness, less worry, and more presence in my awareness of the Divine. 

We were asked to write about our practice.  It’s hard to quantify.  I made goals.  At 
the same time, this work for me has been more about process and transformation.  I can 
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share impressions and realizations that have been made along the way.  That’s most of it.  I 
can tell you about the spot we carved out underneath the big holly in our back yard; the 
birds that now visit us by the classroom windows; the “listening walks” we take with the 
kindergartners just before journal writing time; the moments of silence we share at group; 
the walks in the rain I now covet.  I can tell you about the figs that arrived last summer 
during Ramadhan, larger and more succulent than in any year past (this as a result of sawing 
off one large branch), and the way it filled me with tears of gratitude when I first beheld the 
new crop; the way I felt my gratitude was insufficient as more and more and more figs 
appeared.  These gifts were expanding beyond our backyard.  It was more than we alone 
could consume.  We called in neighbors and friends to pick from the tree, the abundance 
now overflowing.  I felt that these fruits were an affirmation of the subtle communications I 
had enjoyed throughout the course of the year, and during the holy month of fasting; that 
these fruits were somehow a reflection of something Divine, and an answering back.  My 
yard had finally begun to take on the otherworldly qualities I had longed for in faraway 
places.  Of course the yard hadn’t changed.  My work with the good people at the Center 
helped me cultivate the insight I needed to see my backyard from a different angle.  And I 
suddenly found myself appreciating the way the sky appeared through the trees. 
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Amy Nelson is an Early Childhood Teacher at Montessori Children’s House of Durham. 
She has worked with young children for nearly ten years, and received her American 
Montessori Society (AMS) Certificate in 2008.  Prior to serving in the field of education, 
Amy was an anchor and reporter for NPR affiliate station, WUNC.  Amy loves traveling and 
spending time outdoors with her husband and their two children, Ali and Safiya. 
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Coming Home 
 

by 
 

Puja Dhyan Parsons 
 

 
As I integrate the changes that have developed for me inside the support and 

awareness in this course, it is like changing my “Mind” or my “Come From”, my life-long 
historic stance about my roles. 

 
As a child with a certain capacity for bliss, based on a mystical awareness, I decided I 

must be meant to balance the pain in others by my own will.  It meant a habit of leaving my 
own reception of life to attempt to heal the pain in others.  My sensitivity seemed only for 
the purpose of offering what I could, either energetically, physically or verbally to provide 
support. 

 
Over the past few months and due to increased exhaustion, I have been questioning 

my Real Authentic destiny and why my soul incarnated this time.  A sense of diminished 
time or urgency about how many more years I have was motivating my inner resolve.   On 
my visit to the Center, I remembered my deep appreciation for Nature and the reception of 
her place in my daily life grew.  My home in the woods became my base in terms of receiving 
and I recognized that I already have my greatest goal, which is to be surrounded by my 
guardian trees here in the Rocky Mountains.  The awareness came too that there are many 
others carrying the commitment to bring balance back to the Earth.  And the communion 
with the staff and the group all contributed to my feeling that there are whole tribes of 
people doing the transformative work needed. 

  
I came home resolving to be myself more.  Now, a year later, as I report my 

progress, the journey of leading our company from that same old place of sensitivity and the 
frustration that grew out of sacrifice and an old form of “service” that depletes me, has 
shifted to a new discovery. 

 
So many experiences have contributed, but the search for myself and my real form 

for expression came through recognizing, with my husband’s grown children, that I was 
trying to be “mother of the world” and coming from guilt over my abundant inner 
experience.  Their seeming lack of perception of us, based on their own life path and 
journey, seemed to show the wrong place for such a quest.  Being seen by family members 
or folks who don’t need or want a mother, and their lack of knowledge of their father as I 
know him, stimulated a deep letting go. 

 
Somehow, accepting the limits of what I can do to heal others, and balance the 

world, became a resolve to turn inward, and again toward Nature.  I began to celebrate that I 
am NOT a mother and that I love my life as it IS. 
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The shift inside has given me a new foundation, which is recorded in many journals 
as it becomes refined in me.  Self-MASTERY has become my new goal, and the new sense 
of belonging to my life is opening.  The Buddha and many of my teachers speak of 
contentment being disrupted by desire. An example of this is “When I retire, I can do . . . ” 
and as I settle into the privilege of my life, such ways of thinking are disappearing.  Instead 
there is a quest to stay content and at peace in work or rest, in roles or no roles.  I am 
finding that my energy for responding grows out of the settling and I am “allowing what is” 
more.  I realized that just one person receiving me in authenticity is enough.  My relationship 
with my husband (and a few friends) is expanding in recognition and appreciation.  
Forgiveness keeps us connected in the moment, when we resolve to stay connected even 
when old wounds or memories arise. 

 
We have the life we want to live already, as long as we keep adding space and silence 

to it.  As I turn toward making my life soul-centered, and my reward and shifting inside 
includes a higher octave of beauty in being, the outer is changing too. 

 
Difficult to express, this “Come From” of arrival or Home inside the here and now, 

but although sensitivity is still challenging, my world includes Being as the reference point, 
rather than Doing.  I am allowing people their pain, and I am stepping back from many 
forms of involvement in activism and “helping”.  Neediness is disappearing, and I feel a part 
of the alignment of a new world forming out of the old.  I am participating in two worlds at 
once. 

 
Ellias Lonsdale says, “When you bounce between infinite and finite sufficiently, you 

build a bridge across the gap.  Matter is always permeated with spirit.  You’ve just 
temporarily switched your attention.”  His story in Cosmic Weather Report is becoming my 
own.1  Listening inside and allowing my guidance to direct me moment to moment, 
embracing my embodiment of both worlds and the ways my experience brings joy in just 
being me, is a surprising outcome.  Holding center and watching from within allows as much 
as it offers.  I am increasing my ability to remain content, rather than always focusing on 
transformation.  Sometimes this means letting go, other times, it is a penetrating movement 
toward an outcome.  The discovery process is a constant unfolding. 

 
 
 

Puja Dhyan Parsons has degrees in Philosophy, Fine Arts, and Jungian psychology; experience in 
Aikido, Dream Work, and Astrology, and has performed many roles as counselor and coach in the 
art of living from center, claiming authenticity, and learning to move from the inside out.  She has 
founded several non-profit foundations and a few original businesses, all from a trust in the holistic 
approach to life that aims for personal balance and creative responses to growth and relationship.  
Listening is of special importance to her, as a foundation for most other disciplines.  Now a steward 
of Aspen Grove, a circle devoted to the use of silent meditation and dialogue to catalyze higher 
consciousness and creative action in the world, and CEO of her husband’s solar greenhouse 
company Growing Spaces, she is interested in providing solutions and contexts for today’s 
environmental and spiritual crises/opportunities. 

                                                
1 Mark Borax and Ellias Lonsdale, Cosmic Weather Report: Notes from the Edge of the Universe, 
Guidance for Radically Changing Times, (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2010).  



 66 

In Grandmother’s Presence 
 

by 
 

Joanne Rothstein 

 
 
 

The Practice 
 

My practice is a simple one: to sit early morning by the lake near my home.  The lake, 
in the midst of a densely populated suburb, collects the water of a seventy square mile 
watershed and shepherds it, via a connecting river to the harbor. I call the lake 
Grandmother.  At the lake I focus, with love and attention, on what calls to me there and so 
much does:  pairs of heron in aerial dance with each other, the haunting sound of swans in 
flight, grandfather fish tugging systematically at weeds growing on the beach ropes, the wind, 
the shift of a songbird from its loud every day chirp to a melody of rare sweetness, the 
evergreen amidst the brilliance of fall colored leaves, the wind-ruffled patterns on the water’s 
surface, the smell of rot and decay, the smell of cold – unending abundance.  A not-so-
solitary, solitary practice. 

 
I approach the lake before the activity of dawn.  The darkness makes it easier to 

settle into the silence.  The darkness invites receptivity and is helpful to someone whose 
sense of sight is quick to spark the mind and the world of manufacture.  I sit quietly to 
behold.  The silence itself offers space for this conversation, this deep listening.  In the 
present moment I bring my awareness to the sounds, the smells, the touch, the sights.  

 
There is always someone or something that calls me to go deeper.  The communion 

begins with my senses.  These are the portals to the outer world, the portals of connection 
that take the messages offered in never-ending abundance from the Universe inward. 
Messages that merge with my heart’s ancient memories evoke a recognition and a response:  
a tear, a laugh, a sigh, a fear, a longing – each a child of my heart to be given back to the 
world.  The birds sing their sweet songs, the fish arch and thrust with power above the 
water, but we speak with our hearts.  Our heart’s song is our answering reply to the Divine.  
So begins an exchange of intimacy, and rounds of unending verse. 

 
 

The Experience 
 

At the start, I find myself very conscious of the practice. I “behold” the practice 
itself and describe my experiences as follows. 

 
~Delighting in sights and sounds of early morning at the water’s edge. 
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~Paying attention, noticing so many exquisitely beautiful aspects and noticing heart-
wrenching ones. 
 
~Notice while I am beholding, in the course of my loving attention, I am also trying to 
“capture” these moments. I take what my eyes see and want to find the right word to 
describe it, the right association to remember it. I watch the clouds and muse over their 
shapes.  I smell an odor and try to discriminate its content.  I hear a bird’s beautiful melody 
and want to know its identifying features for future reference.  I glimpse a perfect moment 
of sunrise and want the moment captured with my camera. 
 
~I feel I am veering from being present, that my mind and my ego are taking me off course. 
Although I delight in these diversions, I am starting to understand the writings of the blind 
French author Jacques Lusseyran and see that this is a defense of mine, a way of protecting 
myself.  It’s safe when I define the experience and hold nature at arm’s length.  
 
~I begin to sense as fully as I can, remaining open, receptive and present.  No commenting, 
no editorializing.  Nothing more.  Thinking in terms of the energetics of it.  Staying open 
allows me to receive vibrations, as Lusseyran describes it, like opening all the channels.1   So 
I begin to “listen” inwardly and outwardly.  And if I feel an emotion arising, I pay attention 
to that as well and to how my body responds.  I enter into what phenomenologist Robert 
Sardello refers to as “the inner discipline of disclosing what is present.”2 
 
~I start to understand that a “proper exchange” applies to listening too.  It is a question of 
balance.  I am always more active than passive.  Dawn at the beach is a flurry of activity as 
darkness passes its baton and that suited me fine.  I know now that this outward tendency of 
mine deters deep relationship. I’m practicing being open to receive. It is a very 
uncomfortable posture for me probably because I feel vulnerable.  But it is communion after 
all and it is these very moments of vulnerability and intimacy that define the experience. 
 
 
 

The Experience of Clouds 
 

After closing my eyes for a while I open them to look back at the clouds.  There is an 
immediate recognition of the cloud as a living entity and an acknowledgement in return, the 
cloud’s recognition of me! I experience the sense of being seen on a deep level, touched, 
bared and embraced.  It feels both painful and perfect as I simultaneously experience longing 
and belonging.  It is an instantaneous and familiar knowing.  This is not an inert cloud 
swiftly drifting past but a consciousness I have connected to, have a relationship with.  This 
moment of intimacy opens a floodgate of emotions – feelings of immense joy, gratitude and 
unworthiness.  

 

                                                
1 Jacques Lusseyran, Against the Pollution of the I (New York:  Parabola Books, 1999), pp. 84-
90. 
2 Robert Sardello, Silence (Berkeley, CA:  North Atlantic Books, 2008), p. 9. 
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The Experience of Vapor 
 

In the early morning, light, sky and lake commune together.  They often mirror each 
other, speak to the world in one voice.  One morning as I behold their sharp, clear, reflective 
images an immense thick white vapor silently appears.  Moving with some speed it engulfs 
all that it meets, flowing into the area like some ethereal molten, filling the landscape from 
heaven to earth.  Filling me with fear.  Sniffing deeply I struggle to determine if it is smoke 
and an approaching fire.  With each breath I discern the faintest memory of pine.  The 
thickness continues to pour into the area.  Facing an absolutely new experience, fear engages 
my mind with imaginings of toxic gas and impending cyanotic convulsions, even the possible 
arrival of some queer creature.  Grandmother has completely disappeared from sight. 

 
Courage or stupidity, it couldn’t be named, but I stay.  The animals and birds remain 

quiet.  Just the sound of falling leaves, but it was late November and the trees mostly bare – 
the sound of swollen rain drops one hears just prior to a downpour, but the downpour never 
arrives. I settle back in my chair.  Still alive.  That’s a good sign.  No foaming from the 
mouth, no attackers from the thick.  

 
Is this thick fog? My earlier fear dissolves, supplanted now by another, this one very 

old. It feels like the dread of my seafaring ancestors who experienced this fog under different 
circumstances.  This ancient fear harbored in the port of my cells rushes for release.  It 
leaves me space to be with this rare moistness.  The land firmly under my feet, I lift my face 
toward the mist in welcome.  Enveloped now in a cloak of rare beauty, content to be a part 
of the mystery.  Feelings of gratitude lay bare shame and embarrassment as I face my 
disconnect and grieve that my first responses to this gift of early morn are fear, suspicion 
and distorted perceptions.  But are they not a part of the mystery too? 

 
What do I behold, if not rarefied air and a rare communion of sky and water. 

Perhaps the clouds so pine for Grandmother that on this occasion they descend secretly in 
the stillness and dark to touch her.  Have I not heard their tears at their joyous reunion?  
And smelled their perfumed bouquet gathered from the pines they caressed along their quiet 
journey to this meeting?  

 
 

The Experience of Heavenly Passage 
 

Sometimes I see the souls.  Just when morning’s first light begins to color the sky 
with the palest blue and reflects on the lake’s quiet surface.  The water’s edges smudged to a 
vague softness.  That’s the time I see them, when the wind’s a mere gentle caress.  That’s 
when I see the legions of souls.  The procession is endless.  Determined hordes of ghostly 
wisps lean with the wind in the direction of the water’s flow.  They prepare to leave the 
sanctuary of the lake, hovering, gliding on her surface.  And then, as if responding to some 
wordless cue, they leap courageously from water to air.  In silence, in agony or ecstasy 
they’re torn apart, violently twisting and turning for a moment as they transfigure and then 
vanish.  In this sacred moment water rejoins air, returning to the sky, the Heavenly Father.  
The legions continue to come.  I feel a deep gratitude and honor their courage, feeling at the 
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same time my own fear in embracing transformation.  I witness a ritual that has happened 
since the beginning of time.  This air I breathe is an ancient air.  My body, an ancient body. 
This is what I am remembering.  And then I notice my own cold breath drift off toward the 
water, to join the legions.  It is our transformation.  I behold in silence and joy this holy 
moment. 

 
The Experience of Small Bird 

 
My senses are assaulted by the putrid smell of garbage and sewer, an oil slick on the 

shoreline and wide bands of sludge hovering on the water's surface, lingering heavy and 
thick.  My senses take it in.  I'm aware of my anger, my sadness and fear.  I'm aware where I 
hold it in the body.  I'm aware how my mind wants to assign blame, wants to initiate action. 
I try to let it go, feeling how it pulls me away from acceptance.  But my senses continue to 
birth these feelings.  My inclination is to distract myself with a more selected embrace of 
nature but my heart says otherwise.  How do I let go my resistance, lay myself bare to this 
reality and to my mind's fear that there is no coming out of it? 

 
I observe the blue sheen of oil on the beach’s edge.  Little sparrows hop close by, all 

in a flutter, pecking for breakfast on the debris beached by the waves.  How is it I see 
misfortune but this delicate being blessing?  With an old terry towel I pat up the oil, feeling 
so much tenderness in this ministration.  A dark heron flies silently by.  Can I tenderly pat 
up my sense of violation, hopelessness, powerlessness?  How do I wash away the 
resentment, the outrage, the grief, the fear?  Is it even mine?  I feel disconnected from 
Grandmother, mired in my mind and overwhelming emotions.  It isn’t easy to behold 
Grandmother.  And I don’t know how but I know that listening to her, responding to her 
will be both our salvations.  In spite of my mind’s attempts, my heart calls me back to be in 
the present moment, even in all its ugliness.  

 
Day after day returning to the lake, I steel myself for what I expect to see.  Yet in the 

practice of beholding it, the flow of emotions seems to soften my armor and I yield, little by 
little, to listen to the voice of the earth rather than the voice of the mind.  My own heart’s 
voice is asking me simply to trust.  Over time I begin to feel the comfort in doing this.  It 
becomes profoundly freeing to trust that my heart will open wide enough to receive the 
wisdom and guidance of the Universe, to see the situation as the small bird – a gift. 

 
With time, the waters and the beach regain vitality.  The scum and oily residue 

gradually leave, but the foul odor persists and so does my awareness of it.  Close to the 
water's edge from fall to spring a raft is moored.  As I go deeper with my observing in the 
dim early light I occasionally notice different water wave patterns radiating outward from the 
edge of the raft.  One morning when the odor is particularly offensive I catch a glimpse of 
these waves again and this time, the dark brown head and furry body of a muskrat purposely 
swimming away from the underside of the raft to the nearby shore.  MUSKrat, of course! 
That's the odor—authentic musk odor!  A great joke on me! I have to laugh at myself – how 
removed from nature am I?  It is so amazing to me how one tiny observation can, in a split 
second, shift one’s whole perspective, and subsequently one’s relationships.  The odor no 
longer offends me. In fact my heart lightens when I now detect it, because it forecasts a 
welcomed visit.  This hardworking little critter built a nest in one of the empty metal drums 
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underneath the raft – which provides the raft’s buoyancy.  When the odor disappears with 
the colder weather, I become attuned to muskrat presence just by the subtle movement of 
the water by the raft's edges.  When the snows come I rarely see one but if I listen very 
carefully, on occasion, I hear a yawn and a stretch or a quick plop as they enter the water 
from their hidden nest. 

  
The Understanding 

 
I come to realize that my interaction with the muskrat is a metaphor for that deep 

listening, for being present to what the world offers, not what I think it should offer.  The 
situation at the lakefront is not a call to attend to environmental advocacy but to attend to 
exactly what is present to me – muskrat and all.  The true nature of things is not revealed by their 
first appearance.3  I listened and the Universe responded.  Spending mornings in silence and 
intimacy with the lake and the living world I have learned that to listen deeply, to honor, to 
give witness, to behold the Divine in the presence of the moment is the purpose of 
existence.  Being and beholding brings us to that place of gratitude, opening the heart to 
participate fully in life, to offer our own gifts.  When the heart is open, imagination and 
creativity burst forth like the ghostly wisps leaping to rejoin the sky.  The heart 
acknowledges, give thanks, and mirrors the Divine just as the sky mirrors the lake and the 
bird returns the call. Imagination then celebrates the wonder, the unending beauty and 
possibilities of the world. 

 
There are times, sitting with the lake that I long for a particular presence – the fox to 

once again visit and dance past my chair.  There are times when I miss seeing the hooded 
mergansers bob their heads enticingly toward their partners.  But I've come to trust that 
what presents is exactly what will nourish me.  I've come to see my purpose in being present, 
in listening deeply, in witnessing and in expressing gratitude.  It is the beholding (manifesting 
the longing) that brings the belonging described by John O’Donohue in Eternal Echoes:  
Exploring Our Yearning to Belong.  This mutual embrace with the living world is our experience 
of the sacred.  The Iroquois understand the Divine as the summation of all life in the 
Universe.  I believe that to be held in that embrace is all that we ever really long for. 

 
I continue to visit Grandmother and to listen.  A beautiful Hopi Indian Prophecy 

says: When the Grandmothers speak, the Earth will heal.  
 
 
Joanne Rothstein, after an early education catching frogs in her backyard vernal pond, 
graduated with a degree in biology from the College of New Rochelle and embarked on a 
25-year career in medical research. A personal exploration of alternative medicine led to a 
career shift and a Masters degree in Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine. She presently 
maintains an acupuncture practice in the Boston area. Joanne currently works on the 
Executive Committee for the Sacred Fire Community, an international organization 
committed to developing deep community for the sake of personal and community well-
being and balanced relationship with nature. She brings her creativity, humor and enthusiasm 
to her work in Welcoming and Gratitude.  
                                                
3 Lusseyran, p. 54. 
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My Thread Story 
 

by 
 

Katherine Ziff 
 
 
 

 
Yesterday I sat at the desk in my office at East Elementary contemplating the next 

phase of my life.  I have negotiated an arrangement so that next year I will job-share my 
school counseling work at two schools with a new colleague who has an eight-month-old 
daughter.  I will pass the work at this school on to this young woman and serve only The 
Plains Elementary, a rural school seven miles away. 

 
Nestled into a leafy old neighborhood next to the campus of Ohio University, East 

celebrated its hundredth birthday last year.  The school has been a part of the life of my 
family from the day that we made our home in Athens in 1998.  For eleven years we lived 
across the street and after we moved off the block four years ago, to the forested ridge 
overlooking the neighborhood, I began working here as East’s counselor. 

  
Everything about this little school counseling room suggests a comfortable 

familiarity.  I sit at an old pine writing desk, brought here by the principal from his home. 
From the windows I see the hills that surround Athens, the hemlock hedge (at present 
twenty feet tall) that Matt and I planted at our old house, and Matt’s rose garden.  Our son, 
now 23, attended grades 3-6 here, and in this room years ago I tutored fifth graders in math. 
Ben’s fourth grade teacher, still in her classroom downstairs, is a friend.  His sixth grade 
teacher is now my principal at The Plains.  Here at East I helped with spaghetti suppers, 
attended parent conferences, showed up for plays and band concerts, saw Ben off on the 
annual school trip to Gettysburg, and sat with Matt for the sixth grade graduation at which 
the principal announced to the delight of the children that these were the students who 
might go to the moon.  We have family stories about a schoolyard bully, and there are school 
stories about a sinkhole that opened up one day and swallowed up the music room, piano 
and all.  

 
My friend and colleague Patsy, whose home is three doors down from the school, 

died last fall.  Her front garden that I walked past today with a child is lush and has been 
tidied; her car is still parked in the driveway.  A program that, sitting together at her kitchen 
table we planned and found funds for, has blossomed into a self-sustaining district-wide 
initiative supporting teachers.  East Elementary, with its cheerful bustle and spur-of-the-
moment walking field trips, conveys a sense of certainty and sureness and continuity. 
Perhaps because so many of its families are associated with the university and have moved to 
Athens from all over the planet, East is used to welcoming families and making them feel at 
home.  And now it is time to leave.  
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Preparing this piece I was inspired by Carolyn Toben’s Thread Story and began to 
trace my own thread back to its origin by first thinking of the children who have passed 
through my life since I became a school counselor two decades ago.  I thought of a boy who 
was too mortified by his very short haircut to enter his classroom, a child whose mother 
grieved every night for months for the loss of her father, the boy who wanted to die and 
explained this with his little hands spread on my table in a gesture of helplessness, the girl 
whose mother would not keep her, and the small child who asked me why do grownups do 
cruel things to animals and children.  

  
I then thought of my own childhood and the life-giving thread from the heart of the 

universe that enriched and sustained.  Nature: the great joy of seeing the ocean, picking 
violets, finding spring’s pink wild azaleas in the woods behind our house, receiving an 
invitation from a neighbor to pick daffodils in her yard, viewing an apple tree in the 
moonlight.  Color: the satisfaction of arranging my first grade crayon box into a certain 
order, red patent leather shoes, yellow hair ribbons, a green ribbon sash on a homemade 
Sunday dress.  And Books:  Mary Poppins, fairy tales, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, Sara Crewe 
– stories of hard times and magical caregivers.  

 
In these two years with Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and Practice, I have 

recovered an explicit awareness of this sparkling thread, connecting me with others.  I carry 
it now in my hands, or maybe its currents are woven into a whole fabric of nature, art, color, 
writing, love and family.  This time of recovery has been marked by sleep-state dreams of 
gardens, flowers, snakes, rose quartz and baptism of my hands in a basin of white roses; 
writing and journal-keeping for the program, and my practice this year of  “Taking a Walk 
on a Path” with individual children and “Noticing” what is outside the window.  I am 
reminded of children who have recovered hope and received inspiration from nature and art.  
Of the girl who shushed me so she could hear a bird sing, a boy who wanted only to make 
art in school, a very small child weak of body who painted an ocean in a shoebox, a grieving 
child who painted flowers and finally smiled again, and a little boy who helped another build 
a big cardboard ship and thus became a part of his class.  I think of a classroom of second 
graders whose teacher gathers them every morning by a large window with a view of the 
school garden and the hills beyond; they proudly pointed me to a bird’s nest in the tree 
outside their window and mourned its disappearance after a windstorm; another morning 
they delighted in a late winter snowfall.  Just last week a group of children showed me with 
excitement not one but two birds (a robin and a dove) nesting in a portico above the 
entrance to the school.  

 
I have met “Mr. Tree”, an oak tree on the playground by the path that winds through 

the grounds of The Plains Elementary.  Kindergarteners know him as the boundary for their 
play.   On a cold day last January I stood under Mr. Tree and held one of our teachers while 
she wept over the sudden death of the sibling of one of her students.  A child who has 
known and loved this tree for years stood by him and conceived of the idea and then created 
in my office a perfect world of snowflakes and love, grieved for its impossibility and is now 
making a new and lively jungle installation and speaks of riding the tiger of life.  

 
I learned more about my middle schoolers, with whom I meet once a week, on an 

impromptu half hour walk down a stair in a wooded area behind the school, than I did in 
hours of sitting in the classroom.  One boy told how his family gathers and cooks morels, a 
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girl shared with us that she walks “every day for a long time” in the woods behind her house 
each afternoon, another told a hero’s tale of how once a copperhead struck at him while he 
was walking in the woods searching for good places to hunt deer.  He dashed this snake 
away with his hand and walked on!   Unprompted they paid close attention to nature.  One 
student stopped us so that we might listen to a particularly insistent yet melodious bird and 
observed, “I have heard birds singing but I have never heard one this loud.” Another 
spotted a tiny striped snail, passed it around to observe how it emerged from its shell, and 
handed it to me carefully to put back on the ground. 
  
 Next year at The Plains Elementary I will continue walks on the path and noticings 
out the window, weaving in my ArtBreak program in which students spend half an hour 
each week in the choice-based art studio there.  With my newly freed-up two and a half days 
a week, and I thank Matt for his willingness for me to step out and take such a financial risk 
for our family, I plan to follow my thread of art, nature, writing and family.  It will not let me 
down.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Katherine Ziff holds a doctorate in counselor education and is the author of Asylum on the 
Hill: History of a Healing Landscape published by the Ohio University Press in 2012. She has 
worked as a school counselor in North Carolina and Ohio since 1993, with a seven year stint 
as an ombudsman and equity officer at Ohio University. Born by the ocean in North 
Carolina, she now he lives with her husband Matthew in Athens, Ohio at the edge of the 
Wayne National Forest. Their son Benjamin is a recent graduate of Ohio University in 
theater lighting.  
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