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Introduction 

 

by 

 

Peggy Whalen-Levitt  
Director 

 
     On April 14, 2008, The Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural welcomed the 
faculty of Our Lady of Grace Catholic School for a faculty retreat to explore possibilities for how 
we might form a new relationship together in the future. 
 
     We knew that the very best way to begin was to bring the faculty to Timberlake Earth 
Sanctuary where we conducted our programs so that the teachers could have a personal 
experience of the earth sanctuary and could also have an opportunity to learn something about 
our ways of working at the Center. 
 
     Since our beginnings in 2000, we had worked closely with Passionist Priest Thomas Berry to 
re-imagine the child’s relationship with the natural world.  Father Berry was revered worldwide 
as an ecotheologian, a geologian, a cultural historian, and a leading spokesperson for the Earth. 
 
     His books The Dream of the Earth, The Universe Story, The Great Work and Evening 
Thoughts had transformed the thinking of people on every continent in regard to the human-
earth relationship.  We were so deeply blessed that he retired to his birthplace of Greensboro, 
NC, and that he graciously mentored the work of the Center during the first eight years of its 
existence. 
 
     At the heart of everything we were doing at the Center was Father Berry’s understanding that 
the fundamental difficulty of our time is that “the natural world is seen primarily for human use, 
not as a mode of sacred presence . . . to be communed with in wonder, beauty and intimacy.  In 
our present attitude the natural world remains a commodity to be bought and sold, not a sacred 
reality to be venerated...Eventually, only a sense of the sacred will save us.”1 
 
     We had taken these words to heart at the Center and had devoted ourselves to creating a 
context where educators and children could recover a sense of the natural world as a sacred 
presence in their lives. 
 
     We told the OLG faculty about our programs for children and our Inner Life of the Child in 
Nature programs for educators.  And we shared with them an offering called “Special Design 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Thomas Berry, Foreword, When Trees Say Nothing by Thomas Merton, edited by Kathleen 
Diegnan (Notre Dame, IN: Sorin Books, 2003), 18-19. 
!
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Programs” for schools and groups in which we tailored programs to the needs and values of 
particular learning communities.   
 
     As the retreat progressed we shared ecostories, went on earth walks and co-imagined 
possibilities for partnering together.  This was the beginning of a blossoming relationship that 
has now been nurtured for ten years. 
 
     Given that one of our deepest intentions is to work in continuous ways with particular 
learning communities, the thought has come this year to bring our relationship with Our Lady of 
Grace Catholic School into visibility so that other schools can see the potential of this kind of 
partnership. 
 
    In this little booklet we feature three descriptive pieces that will bring you into the depth of 
our work with the children and teachers at OLG. 
 
     In “Creating Special Design Programs for Our Lady of Grace Catholic School,” our Director 
of Children’s Programs, Sandy Bisdee, gives a full description of four programs designed for the 
second, fourth, sixth and eighth grades at OLG:  Communion, Care for God’s Creation, 
Empathetic Listening and The Poetry of Nature, pages 4-18. 
 
     Second Grade teacher, Celia McMullen, offers an inspired overview of the programs from the 
perspective of religious education in her piece, “Foundations of Spiritual Life in Nature,” written 
as her final practice essay for the Inner Life of the Child in Nature program, pages 19-22. 
 
     Also as a culminating piece for the Inner Life of the Child in Nature program, eighth grade 
teacher Lisa Saintsing has written a beautiful piece, “Giving Voice to Love:  Speaking to 
Schoolchildren through Poetry,” pages 23-29. 
 
     If you are a teacher at a Catholic School, we hope that what you find here will inspire you to 
consider a partnership with the Center.  If you are a teacher at another type of learning 
community, we hope that you will reach out to us to see what kind of Special Design programs 
we might co-imagine for your school.  We can be reached at beholdnature@aol.com and we 
invite you to explore all of our offerings at www.beholdnature.org. 
 
 
Peggy Whalen-Levitt has been with the Center since its beginnings in 2000.  Working 
closely with Center Founder Carolyn Toben and cultural historian Thomas Berry, Peggy has 
been deeply engaged in the formation of a work for adults and children that recovers the inner 
vision of a society in harmony with nature. She holds a Ph.D. in Language in Education from 
the University of Pennsylvania, where she co-created a graduate Course of Study in Childhood 
Imagination.  She is the editor of Chrysalis, the Center journal, and Only the Sacred: 
Transforming Education in the Twenty-first Century, a Chrysalis reader. Peggy coordinates the 
“The Inner Life of the Child in Nature:  Presence and Practice” program.  
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Creating Special Design Programs for 
Our Lady of Grace Catholic School 

 

by 

 

Sandy Bisdee 
Director of Children’s Programs 

 
Second Grade: Communion 

May 3, 2017  
 

 
     It is May in the piedmont of North Carolina.  Every day we witness the resurrection forces in 
nature that follow the deathlike appearance of winter.   The daffodils are in full bloom and the 
redbuds tinge the trees with pink. The sun shines through the fresh green color of new leaves.   
Dragonflies emerge from their watery nurseries into the element of air where they dry their 
wings and take their first flight.  Babies are being born everywhere and are hidden away in 
underground dens, old logs, nests in trees, under rocks in creeks and among the young 
groundcover of fiddlehead fronds of ferns.  Children are exuberant as they feel the energy of the 
season and gayly become part of the surging life forces around them. 
 
     The 2nd grade children at Our Lady of Grace have been preparing for their first communion.  
Their religion teacher, Celia McMullen, has instructed and guided them toward this Sacrament 
in the Catholic Church.  Nine years ago, Celia and the staff of the Center for Education, 
Imagination and the Natural World met together to co-create a Special Design Program which 
would bring the 2nd grade children from Our Lady of Grace into a deeper connection with 
nature, a loving and sacred connection with God’s creation in conjunction with their first 
communion.   To prepare them for the visit to the earth sanctuary where their program always 
takes place one week before their first communion in May, Celia introduces the children to 
pictures of symbols of the Catholic Church and communion.  The children are asked to choose 
symbols that are meaningful to them that they will then use to create a mandala.  Carefully they 
draw their symbols within the shape of a circle.  Through artistic images and color, the deeper 
meaning of the symbols begins to come alive in the hearts and minds of the 2nd grade children.  
Drawings of the Host and the Chalice, doves, the Alpha and the Omega, the eye of God, 
flowers, water, birds, fish, butterflies, eagles, the Christian Cross, the crucifixion, fill each 
individual mandala with a story to be told.  The symbols that embody Christian concepts have 
been planted in the hearts of each child as they complete their mandalas.  The symbols they 
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choose will deepen and grow along with them throughout their lives.  It is springtime and the 
seeds of love as an inner presence are being planted.  The children have woven together images 
from heaven and earth.  Now it is time to connect the completed mandalas together into a paper 
quilt to present to the staff at the Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World.  
Now it is time to visit the earth sanctuary. 
 
     The carpools arrive at the earth sanctuary, kisses are exchanged, children are dropped off.  
Right away we can feel anticipation and excitement in the air.  Bird song surrounds the space 
around us.  Fresh new scents are in the soft breeze that passes us.  The sky is so blue and the 
green leaves appear to wave at us in the breeze.  We enter the “treehouse,” a 3-story building 
built among the trees with windows that reflect the natural world everywhere one looks.  Silently 
and full of expectation, the children sit in a circle on the rug around a small nature table laden 
with earth’s treasures.  A small candle is lit that sits in the center of the table and there are several 
gasps when the flame bursts forth.  A song of gratitude sounds forth on a Cedar flute.  It is a 
song that celebrates all of God’s creation. It is a song for all of the stars and the planets in the 
universe, for all of the children and the teachers in the room, for all of the animals upon earth, 
for all of the plants, for all of the stones beneath our feet, and even for the little green inchworm 
dangling from the tree when they arrived.  In the silence, there is a hushed mood of reverence, 
wonder, awe and anticipation.   
 
     Their teacher begins the circle with sharing what the children have been doing at school to 
prepare for their first communion. She tells them again that their first communion is the 
beginning of their spiritual journey.  She tells them that it is a time when they will bring Jesus 
into their thinking, their actions and their feelings.  She speaks about kindness.  She tells them 
how no kindness shared is ever too small and that they all make a difference in life; that even 
though they are just 7 and 8 years old, every kindness they share matters and radiates out into the 
universe and then comes back again.   Later the children will each throw a pebble into the small 
pond, one at a time in a sacred manner, and watch the circles radiate out to the edge of the pond 
and return.  Some of the children will gently throw their pebble close by and wait patiently for 
the return ripple.  Some will toss their pebble as far as they can, and not look back. Back in our 
circle in the treehouse, Celia speaks about the sanctuary at church where they pray and notice in 
silence.  She tells them that the earth sanctuary is like the sanctuary at church.  It is God’s 
sanctuary too.  
  
     Then it is our turn to speak to the children.  We tell them all about Timberlake Earth 
Sanctuary and how we love and protect everything there, even the things that they might not 
like.  We tell them that the 4th, 6th and 8th graders also come to our programs and that they began 
in the 2nd grade, just like them.  We speak about the life of Saint Francis and how much he loved 
and cared for all of God’s creation. Saint Francis shared the gospel with the animals and the 
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birds who would gather around him.  Every worm, every butterfly, every spider, every 
manifestation of God’s creation mattered to him.  And they all matter to us, too.   
 
     And then comes the most amazing part of our day together.   The children present their quilt 
of mandalas to us as a gift.  One by one, each child stands up and comes up to the quilt that we 
are holding up, and points to each symbol in his or her mandala, explaining to us what it is and 
why they chose it.  The room is extremely quiet, unusually quiet for a large group of 2nd graders.  
They sit in rapt attention as each child shares his or her unique mandala.  It is a holy moment 
full of living images from the bible and the natural world.  We hold back our tears as we give our 
full attention to each child.  We really marvel at what Celia has done with these children to take 
an abstract symbol and to find a way through art to allow the child to breathe life into it in his or 
her own special way.  The cultivation of the inner life of the child is a conscious one and we can 
sense this budding interior space in the children at OLG. 
 
     It is time to enter the earth sanctuary trails and the children are divided into three small 
groups.  The journey begins with pairs of children introduced to The Trail of Beauty.  This 
special kind of walk is done in silence as each child chooses something along the path to show 
his or her partner, something that is beautiful or interesting.  Eye contact and body language 
guide each child’s attention to experience what their partner has discovered.  It could be a small 
red berry, a bird song in the distance, a flower, a twisting tree trunk or a mysterious hole in the 
ground.  For a moment they look closely to behold what their partner has shared with them and 
to acknowledge recognition.  On some days this sharing goes on for a very long time.  This 
simple way of silently sharing the beauty of nature opens new worlds to the children and grounds 
them deeply in the wonders of the landscape around them.  A tone of wonder has initiated our 
time together and it permeates the rest of the earth walk.  
 
     After lunch it is time for the ritual Marsh Walk crossing.  Celia tells the children that they 
will be walking the path to receive Jesus for the first time, and even though they are doing it all 
by themselves, they need to remember that Jesus is always with them.  While they are walking 
along the boardwalk, she asks them to think about how they can show in their thoughts and 
actions that they have Jesus in them after they take the host.  The children walk in a silent 
processional down to the boardwalk.  The children will cross alone, one at a time.  As they start 
out on the low-lying boardwalk that crosses over a marshy area, they might see several streams 
that cross underneath to merge with a pond or a mature bamboo grove.  Perhaps they will see 
trees felled by beavers and mountain laurel.  Some of the children walk very slowly, taking 
everything in. Some appear to be in a hurry to get to the end.  Some of the children walk with 
their hands together in prayer and appear serene and deep in thought.  In their own special way 
they each take the solo walk that heralds their spiritual journey with Jesus. 
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     After the crossing, we leave the shady canopy of trees and walk up a narrow path into the 
sunlight.  Together we sing a song.  “Go now in peace, go now in peace, may the love of God 
surround you, everywhere you may go.”  
  
     The cars begin to pull up to the treehouse.  The parents have taken time from their busy lives 
to carpool the children.  They get out for a few minutes and mingle in the driveway before they 
have to dash on to the next part of their day.  Children full of heaven and earth grab their lunch 
boxes and buckle in.  It is May in the piedmont of North Carolina and new seeds have been 
planted that will nourish the children on their spiritual journey as they approach their First 
Communion.   
 

Fourth Grade:  Caring for God’s Creation 
October 25, 2017 

 
     Caring for God’s Creation is one of the seven pillars of Catholic Social Teaching and is at the 
heart of the 4th grade religious education curriculum at OLG: 

 
“We show our respect for the Creator by our stewardship of creation. Care for the earth 
is not just an Earth Day slogan, it is a requirement of our faith. We are called to protect 
people and the planet, living our faith in relationship with all of God’s creation. This 
environmental challenge has fundamental moral and ethical dimensions that cannot be 
ignored.”1 

 
     We have been asked by the 4th grade teachers at OLG to create a Special Design program 
that weaves this theme into our traditional “Awakening to Nature” program for children – a 
program that will explore new pathways of connecting with nature, pathways that can best be 
understood through direct experience, reverence, respect and love for the natural world. 
 
     In collaboration with the 4th grade teachers, the program invites the children to consider what 
it means to be a good steward of nature, asks them where and when they see and feel God’s 
presence in nature, and invites them to reflect upon how they can participate in the Care of 
Creation in their own way.  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Care for Creation, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops,     
http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-
themes-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm 
!



! 8!

     Today the 4th grade students from Chris Nunez’s class return to the earth sanctuary to attend 
this program.  It has been two years since they attended the Communion program in the 2nd  
grade. 
 
     It is late October and the air is dry and warm.  The sky is a brilliant autumn blue and little 
gusts of wind send showers of colorful leaves down around us.  Sunlight sparkles off of the pond 
as the wind ruffles up the surface of the coffee colored water.  Yellow, orange, pink, red and 
chestnut colored leaves cling to branches and many more begin to cover the ground.  The sound 
of blue jays and crows pierce the silence.  Chickadees and sparrows come closer to the assembled 
group to have a look.   A recent storm has left a fragrance of earthy compost in the air.  The 4th 
grade from Our Lady of Grace have arrived.  Looking at them, we can see how much they have 
grown.  And we trust that there is always an inner growth that has been nurtured from the inside 
out that is not visible in that moment but is just as real.  They are clearly happy to be back with 
us in “nature”!  
 
     As we gather together under the canopy of trees and sky, the children are hushed and 
reverent as they take their places on the circular bench in front of the treehouse.  We begin our 
morning circle as we did two years ago with a flute song full of gratitude for God’s Creation, 
from the daddy long legs clustered under the rocks, all the way to the wonders of the galaxies.   
 
     When we ask the children what they remember from their last visit, the vividness of their 
memories arises as if it were only last month, not two years ago.  They eagerly raise their hands 
to share their recollections of green moss-carpeted trails, large beautiful birds flying overhead, a 
forest of bamboo, the Wishing Rock, walking quietly in the forest, the ritual Marsh Bridge 
Crossing, Inchy the inchworm, a mushroom shaped like a brain, the Trail of Beauty practice, the 
treehouse, corn growing in the field, a mystery cocoon, the ancient Creeping Cedar plant, frogs 
and tadpoles galore and a leaf shaped like a heart.   
 
     I have ceased to be amazed at what children remember a year or two later when they return to 
one of our programs because it has happened over and over again.  The beauty and wonder of 
nature during their first visit has become a part of them now.  Reminiscing together, we have 
created a beautiful living picture of their experiences at the earth sanctuary for the new children 
who have joined the class.  It is time to become reacquainted and to introduce ourselves.  As we 
go around the circle, each person is asked to share his or her name and share something that they 
are grateful for.  The leaven of gratitude lifts our collective spirits.  The healing presence of 
nature surrounds us as we become comfortable with each other and with being outside. 
 
     We tell them all about Timberlake Earth Sanctuary and how we love and protect everything 
there, even the things that they might not like or be completely comfortable with.  We tell them 
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that the 6th and 8th graders also will be coming to our programs and that they began in the second 
grade, just like them.  We speak about the life of Saint Francis again and how much he loved and 
cared for all of God’s creation. Every worm, every butterfly, every spider, every manifestation of 
God’s creation mattered to him and had a place in the circle of life.  
 
     After a relaxing break for a snack, we prepare to get ready for guided earth walks through the 
sanctuary. We gather together one more time to divide into three groups of seven children and 
two adults each.  We have adapted our usual earth walks for the Care of Creation theme.  The 
task before us as we depart is one of deep noticing as a prayer:  Where and how do we feel God’s 
presence in the natural world?   
 
     The group that I was leading walked down the Wishing Rock trail to the Woodland Home, a 
structure made by summer campers out of bamboo and wooden poles.  We sat down inside on 
little sit mats and began to notice the particular landscape that we were in.  An ironwood tree 
with leaves of translucent pink provided a canopy above and autumn green ferns surrounded our 
sitting place.  After a period of deep noticing while sitting in silence, we closed our eyes and 
listened to the unseen sounds from the forest around us.  Peaceful and full of reverence, the 
children shared their own experiences of God’s presence, each in his or her own unique way.  
 
     One child said that he felt God in the songs of the birds, singing hello and saying what a 
beautiful world this is.  One of the girls felt the presence of God in the translucent pink leaves 
above.  Another felt God watching him from nearby.  The students listened carefully to what 
each person shared.  As we left the Woodland Home we walked down toward the Wishing Rock 
and took a left on the narrow quartz covered trail that leads to the orchard.  Crossing the green 
meadow lined with pecan, apple and walnut trees, we entered Timberlake Trail that leads deep 
into the forest.  Silently we made our way to the Chapel, an outdoor deck perched high above 
lake Macintosh. We beheld the beauty of the lake and the forest and admired the statue of Saint 
Frances kneeling on the rustic wooden table in the center.   A pair of herons squawked and flew 
past us.  The elbow shape of the tributary to the lake was placid and calm.  The children found 
their own “sit spot” to write about where they saw and felt God’s presence.  After the children 
had finished, we took the time to listen to what each child wrote.  
 
     Chris Nunez has told me over the years that she believes that this program encourages 
children to really see nature in new ways and to experience it as a gift from God.  When we 
listened to what the children shared in the outdoor chapel that day, the living presence of God 
within the natural world was revealed through the unique lens of each heart present.   
 
     After lunch, the program ended with a beautiful ritual that mirrors the one the children 
experienced two years before.  In the 2nd grade, each child walked alone across the Marsh Bridge 
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in preparation for his or her First Communion.  Now, in the 4th grade, the children walked back 
the opposite way across the Marsh Bridge as Stewards of God’s Creation. Each child had written 
down one dedicated intention to help care for God’s creation, knowing that no kindness is too 
small, that love and prayer are powerful.   The intentions were anonymous and were collected in 
a basket by their teacher as each child made the crossing.  To build on the experience back at 
school, they would create a collage of their intentions. Chris would take the time to reflect with 
them on their experiences at school through conversation.  She would give them time to work on 
their written reflections of where and how they felt God’s presence in nature.  The students 
knew that they would be returning to the sanctuary again in the 6th and 8th grade, like their 
siblings and classmates had. The memories of their experiences would germinate silently in the 
sanctuary of their hearts until we met again.   
 
     The sound of cars on the gravel signaled that parents were coming to pick them up ready to 
carpool them back to school.  The children, who had spent their day noticing where they saw 
and felt God’s presence in nature, looked so very content and rejuvenated as they climbed into 
their respective cars, ready to face the world anew.     
 

* * * 
 
     Two 4th grade classes from OLG engaged in “deep noticing as a prayer” in the autumn of 
2017 and pondered the question: “Where and how do we feel God’s presence in the natural 
world?”  A selection of their reflections is shared here with the kind permission of the students: 
 

~ While I was at Timberlake I saw green trees that were waving at me.  I felt God in a 
small way when a tiny spider came up to me.  I was writing on my mat and the little 
spider did not try to harm me.  When I was at Timberlake God was all around me in 
nature. When I saw the trees I felt God listening to me.  That is why Timberlake is such 
a beautiful place. ~ Amelia Wolff 

 
~ I feel God in nature from the quiet community outside.  The mirroring water when the 
bubbles come up.  The humming of flies, the chirping of birds, the sweet sound of 
crickets is God in nature.  The sparkling sun as the rays shine bright.  The breeze as it 
goes by and almost makes me cry.  All of these ways are so nice to think, but the best of 
all is to see God wink.  I see this in the clouds as they pass through.  I hope you see God 
in nature too! ~ Kressleigh Bock  

 
~ The trees.  The lake shimmering in God’s heart.  The branches swaying in God’s 
breath.  I feel God when I walk through the path he made for me.  The beautiful creek 
with little fish so pretty.  You can just sense God through the crisp fall wind.  When you 
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hear the footsteps of turtles - who knows that might be God’s heart thumping because he 
knows we are loving his creation.  The birds chirping made me feel like they were telling 
me a psalm.  I love God’s Creation. ~ Brinn Clancy  

 
~ I saw God dancing in the grass.  I heard God in the wind at the grassy field.  I felt God 
on one of the leaves.  We saw God on the communion bridge.  I felt happy and I thought 
he was really there.  I felt thankful for God’s creation. ~ Joshua Haverstock 

  
~ I hear God when the wind blows through the grass and trees.  When the leaves shake 
it is like God whispering a prayer.  I feel God in the comfort of the grass and moss.  I see 
God in the trees and when I do it is like he is bending down to pick me up.  I hear God 
in all the birds’ songs and when they are singing I see him conducting them in a great 
song.  Last when the clouds open up I see God in the sunlight coming to watch us.  
~ Jude Kyser 
 

Sixth Grade:  Empathetic Listening 
October 26, 2016 

 
     In 2014, working with 6th grade teacher, Catherine Rusch, we developed an Empathetic 
Listening program that later become a signature program of the Center.  Life and Dignity of the 
Human Person, another Pillar of Catholic Social Teaching, and Divine Revelation are studied in 
the sixth grade at OLG and we were asked to create an Empathetic Listening program to bring 
these two themes of religious education to life on both the human-to-human and the human-to-
Earth level.  The program also resonates well with the emphasis on silence and listening in the 
6th grade religion curriculum. 
 
     The 6th grade class from Our Lady of Grace is about to arrive.  It is late October and we are 
blessed with another beautiful fall day here in the Piedmont of North Carolina.  The colors of 
the leaves are breathtaking and many carpet the ground around us creating a mosaic like leaf 
quilt.  It is a perfect temperature this morning, in the low 60’s, and it is expected to warm up to 
75 today.  The bugginess of summer has passed and the trails beckon us to explore “off the trail.”  
Puffy white clouds dot the autumn blue sky and the air is still and dry.  A few webs cling to 
branches here and there and numerous daddy longlegs, autumn Harvestmen, cluster under rocks 
and railings.  The children know by now that they are not spiders and are thrilled to discover 
them.  I recognize many of the children now, having met the majority of them in the 2nd and 4th 
grade.  Children grow at various rates at this tender age before puberty and, despite the outward 
changes, appear happy and childlike and glad to have returned to the earth sanctuary.  I invite 
them to eat some snacks at the circular bench in front of the treehouse to give them a chance to 
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settle back into being outdoors and to give them plenty of opportunity to begin to come back 
into resonance with the beauty of this place.   
 
     Seated in a circle, our day begins the same way as it did during previous visits.  The sounds of 
a Cedarwood flute intentionally express gratitude for the amazing universe that we live in, for 
each of them, for the animals of the earth, the plants, the insects and the stones.  There are just a 
few new children to the class this year.  They listen intently to the returning children as they 
share their deeply rooted memories of past visits:  Woody the friendly bee, frogs and toads, the 
outdoor chapel overlooking the lake, the marsh bridge ritual for their First Communion and for 
their commitment to being good stewards of God’s creation, turtles lining a log, writing about 
where they saw and felt God’s presence, colorful mushrooms and fungi, the Woodland Home 
and honeysuckle.  It is a wonderful introduction for the new children, who naturally bring their 
fears with them to this new place.  
 
     We speak with the children about the deep noticing that they have participated in each time 
that have come to one of our programs.  We remind them that we walk as quietly as possible in 
the forest to engage in loving attention through all of our senses.  On this particular day I share 
from Helen Keller’s biography about some of her experiences in nature and the lovely ways that 
she expressed her connections with nature without having the benefit of her eyesight or her 
hearing.  Helen was forced to develop other ways of knowing to help her perceive the essence of 
each divine spark of life.  She learned to sense life in new ways – tactile, intuitive and deeply 
interior ways – that connected her with the elements, trees, birds, and flowers.   
 
     The children seem to be able to naturally grasp these other ways of knowing as they describe 
the ways that Helen could interpret the world around her.  Several of the children speak of 
prayer as another way of listening and of knowing.  The discussion leads to how ancient people 
from thousands of years ago knew which plants could heal them.  How did they know which 
plants would bring healing?  The answer was not in books.  But it was in a place of relational 
knowing, a place of meeting, a place in-between the two.   
 
     It is time to divide the children into three groups of eight children each.  The focus today will 
be on listening to the world of nature through all of our senses as well as through our inner 
sensing.  Our group will start off on the Creeping Cedar Trail.  We gather at the trailhead and I 
take a moment to give thanks for the gifts from the trees.  I explain that we will be forming a 
processional line with about 15 feet between each person.  We will walk in silence with deep 
attention to the beauty of the landscape as we walk toward the bridge where we will meet.   The 
sounds beneath our feet are not quiet at all as we swish through the ankle deep multicolored leafy 
path.  Our collective footsteps form a kind of swishy rhythm that gently sounds through the 
forest, announcing our presence.  The air is dry and comfortable in the shade of the forest.  The 
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dark green ferns dominate the sides of the paths.  There are bird songs far away.  A great blue 
heron flies silently over our heads, but few notice him as they look for rocks and roots on the trail 
hidden beneath the leaves.  The silent solo walking is relaxing.  These children are used to this 
way of being in the forest with us.  Silence is a friend, not a foe.   
 
     When we arrive at the small bridge over the creek, we gather together comfortably with our 
legs dangling over the side of the bridge and watch the gentle flow of the creek.  A crawdad 
sticks his claws out from beneath a rock. I ask each person to close his or her eyes and to listen to 
all of the sounds near and far, soft and loud.  I tell them that I will softly whistle when it is time 
to open their eyes.  The deep listening brings with it a peacefulness.  Eyes closed, the children 
further relax and listen for a long time.  When the time seems right, I whistle softly and invite 
them to open their eyes slowly to allow the light of the world to enter back in gently.  What is 
the first thing they notice when they open their eyes?  What did they hear?  We share what we 
noticed in the silence with our eyes closed.   
 
     We invite the children to find a sit spot nearby and to take some time to settle into the special 
place they have chosen.  What do they hear, both inwardly and in the world around them?   At 
the end of their writing time, we listen to each child’s unique experience of listening and to what 
they heard and sensed.  The uniqueness of each person’s way of sensing paints a beautiful picture 
of this special place and how each person perceives in his or her own special way.  The second 
half of the walk back to the treehouse is relaxed.  The children’s eyes and ears are attuned to the 
music of the forest and the children eagerly share what they notice as they explore with those 
near them along the path.   
 
     With everyone back at the treehouse now it is time to gather the whole class together again to 
learn about the art of empathetic listening and to have some fun practicing reflective listening 
skills in pre-arranged pairs.    
 
     What is empathetic listening? Empathic listening (also called active listening or reflective 
listening) is a way of listening and responding to another person that improves mutual 
understanding, trust and respect.  Empathetic listening helps the listener to better understand 
the emotions and feelings that are underneath another person’s words. It is often used by 
mediators to help with conflicts between two parties to help them come to a resolution, but 
today we will be focusing on person-to-person listening.   

     We discuss habits of listening that inhibit communion between two people and that take 
away from a sense of being respected and heard. During empathetic listening, we show a 
willingness to be present and to let the other person speak freely.  We are attentive to what is 
being said, take care not to interrupt, and try not get distracted.  We do not try to change the 
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subject.  We listen for the feelings beneath the words.  We try to create a positive atmosphere 
through our body language and non-verbal behavior and provide eye contact.  Through 
empathetic listening the listener lets the speaker know, “I am interested in what you are saying 
and I am not judging you.” 

     The day is warming up nicely now, with low humidity and little breeze. We are ready to break 
into pairs and sit together, face-to-face, down by the pond on the grassy dam to practice 
empathetic listening.  The teacher has the chosen pairs of children ahead of time, children that 
are not best friends or at odds with each other, but children who might benefit from extending 
their circle of friends.  The adults will be participating too.  

     The pairs scatter about on sit mats facing each other and begin to tell a story of a time they 
were in nature.  Instructions are clear to only interrupt if a point needs clarifying.  They are 
consciously paying attention to their body language and eye contact.  The children are deeply 
engaged with one another, and the dam is buzzing with stories as everyone engages in the 
practice.  Our Earth Guides linger and support children who seem to be finished very quickly or 
who need some gentle guidance.   
 
     After lunch, as we come together to reflect on our day, several of the students say how 
wonderful it felt to be able to speak without interruption and with such rapt attention.  Most of 
them listened very carefully and were able to reflect what they heard back accurately, including 
how the speaker felt about the event.  It has been a full day, full of new experiences in listening. 
The Life and Dignity of the Human Person have been affirmed and Divine Revelation has made 
itself felt in the Silence.  A lot will happen in the world and in our lives until we will meet again 
in two years’ time for the Poetry of Nature program for the 8th grade.   
 
 

 Eighth Grade:  The Poetry of Nature 
October 24, 2017 

 
     The 8th grade class from Our Lady of Grace is about to arrive for a Poetry of Nature program.  
This is the first class that has had the opportunity to participate in each Special Design program 
since the 2nd grade.  Most of the students will remember their first visit for the communion 
program where each child, guided by the religion teacher, chose special symbols from the church 
and from nature to compose his or her own mandala. Most of them will remember their 4th grade 
visit when they wrote about where they saw and felt God in nature and contemplated what it 
means to be a good steward of God’s creation.  Most of them will remember their 6th grade visit 
and new experiences in learning how to be a good listener, both with people and in the natural 
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world.  This will be their last year with us as they prepare to graduate from OLG before they 
enter high school. 
   
     As several cars pull up in the driveway to drop them off, young teenagers get out of the cars.  
It is much harder to recognize most of them now, as they have begun the journey into puberty.  
But when I look into their eyes to say hello, an inkling of their younger selves remains.  There 
are only nine children in the 8th grade this year, and all but one of them has been to all of our 
programs.  The students are relaxed and comfortable and appear really happy to have returned.  
 
     This particular day in late October was a perfect day for their program.  The ground where 
they would later find their solo sit spots was dry, lined with leaves and free of the numerous 
insect life from the summer. Earth appeared to be winding down. The colors surrounding us 
were of muted yellows and browns, waning greens alongside of evergreens.  The students nibbled 
on snacks from their backpacks and milled about the front of the treehouse yard.  When it was 
time to begin, they quietly and respectfully sat down on the circular bench.  The sound of the 
cedar flute sounded through the sanctuary, full of gratitude for the universe.  When the song was 
finished, the students did not clap.  They are older now and understand that the song is a form 
of prayer, not a performance.  In the silence, a woodpecker can be heard in the distance. In the 
silence, memories from past visits begin to emerge.  Feelings, experiences and images that have 
lived inside of them for the last six years bubble to the surface.   
 
     The 8th grade classes from Our Lady of Grace have created a Poetry of Nature book from 
their visit each year.  It is a lovely creation with original artwork, their poetry from the program, 
photographs of the children and of the sanctuary.  These are the poetry books that we read from 
for the OLG students each time they come.  There is always an exclamation of surprise when I 
read the author at the end of a piece that a student has written.  It is often an older brother or 
sister, a friend, or someone they know from school.  These poems form a kind of carpet of 
welcoming and a sense of familiarity that give an unspoken permission to those present to be a 
poet for the day.  These poems are new windows into the experiences of students they know.  
These poems reflect many styles and forms of poetic expression and always open doors allowing 
them to tap into their own creativity.  
 
     We often arrive at an event where our bodies are present, but our minds are hashing over 
something from the past or thinking about the future. The art of presence takes practice and a 
willingness to let go.  As a way of becoming present to the day, each other, the moment and the 
place, we take the time to go around the circle and share our names and one thing that we notice.  
One by one, the students, teacher and Earth Guides share through their unique lens.  Shadows 
on the sand from the trees, a feeling of peace, yellow leaves, a small ant crawling on a rock, the 
papery bark of a tree and the warm air expand our awareness of this shared moment in this new 
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landscape.  This kind of sharing naturally brings us out of thoughts of the past or of the future 
and comfortably situates us in the moment.  The silence begins to ease its way into the ruffled 
areas of the soul.  The Poetry of Nature is a program in nature that allows for seeing with new 
eyes, as if for the first time.    
  
     The discussion turns to habits, habitual ways to make it through each busy day that serve to 
keep us “on track.” These habits keep us “on track” but do not offer us fresh ways of perceiving. 
We often go through our days without noticing what is around us all of the time.  We tend to 
see what we think we are going to see:  a tree, a person, a dog or a bee in the same old way.   
Only by entering silence and stillness, while taking the time to look more deeply, do we begin to 
see the more of what is there.  The poet carries an attitude of wonderment. This attitude allows 
the poet a way of approaching the world as if it had never been seen before and a way of moving 
beyond what we expect to see.   
 
     Writing in the beauty of nature offers a unique opportunity in which people can receive 
inspiration from the natural world.  How do we go about doing this?  We begin with a walk 
where the intention is to notice deeply what is around us.  When we walk, we do so slowly and 
silently, letting go of typical conversations.  Silence is so rare in today’s world and can feel 
uncomfortable and unnatural at first.   Even when we have stopped talking, our mind can remain 
active and noisy, blocking out everything that is around us, taking us back in time or forward into 
the future.  We strive to become quiet inwardly, allowing ourselves to let go of our everyday 
thoughts and rest in a kind of neutral for a while.  We try to stay open to the present moment in 
time as we walk and to consciously notice where we are.  We open all of our senses to the world 
around us and to the world within us. Staying as present as possible to the world around us takes 
practice and can be quite a challenge. The present time that we live in requires new ways of being 
in the world.  
 
     With this introduction, the students are ready to begin.  They line up with journals in hand, 
ready to begin a solo walk along the Creeping Cedar Trail to a little bridge over the creek.  They 
appear relaxed, curious, and comfortable in the silence.  They look around at the trees near the 
path and pond.  They have begun their practice of deep noticing.  One by one they walk alone 
toward the bridge.  Many curious and beautiful things attract their attention:  pine needles and 
fallen leaves carpet the path beneath their feet, dark green ferns grow toward maturity along the 
sides, lime green luminescent lichens cover a fallen branch, sounds of birds, the earthy scent of 
autumn and a green leaf with black dots.  They are not in a hurry as they amble along, looking at 
this and that, collecting images and ideas for their writing.   
 
     At the little wooden bridge, the students gather together to hear a poem written by a former 
OLG 8th grader, Sebastian Lucek, during his first visit to the sanctuary, entitled “Bridge.” 
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Bridge 
 

so soft 
the spirit trickles down 
filling me 
quenching my thirst     
the spirit flows from the tops of trees    
it scrapes across rocks  
below the water of the creek    

 
it soothes    
filling everything with its sound     
so perfectly imperfect     
so quietly brilliant     

 
i want to leap 
leap      
into its arms 

     
i leap     
it catches me     
holds me      

 
I fall  
deeper and deeper     
until we are one 

      
the tree’s spirit is my spirit       
the bird’s song my own      

 
and I stay perfectly silent    
under the stars  
and the light of the sun 
 
 

     They take their sit mats and scatter around to find the perfect place to blend in and to 
harmonize with the surroundings.  Their teacher finds a log against a tree that forms a perfect 
chair for her.  Some students sit with feet dangling off of the bridge.  Another student finds a dry 
pebbly spot right in the middle of the water of the creek.  They enter the silence so easily and so 
naturally.  And then they begin to write and to reflect for about 20 minutes, noticing the beauty 
around them and making space for their own heart’s song. Each student is actively engaged.  
Some write the entire time, while others stop frequently to ponder. When I can see that everyone 
has come to a stopping place, we gather together to share what we have written in order to honor 
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our encounter with nature. When we share in this way, we get a chance to experience our 
encounter on an even deeper level.  In sharing, we also allow the world around us to experience 
our compassionate vision.   
 
     Some of the students have written acrostic poems, others have used a sentence stem like “In 
the Silence” or “I am present to,” while another has written in a freeform style.  One tells a story 
while another creates a haiku.  There is no wrong or right way to write. Seeing is at the heart of 
everything we do in life – whether it is walking, writing, sharing – and the best way to engage 
seeing is to practice.  Each time we see anew, we grow closer to what is real, to our true self, and 
to the heart of the creative universe.   
 
     The students get an opportunity to write again in a different location. We leave the shade of 
the woods and walk to the sunshine laden pond where the students find another sit spot to 
continue their writing.  The writing is often more fluid the second time around and the sharing a 
little more comfortable.  I have asked the students to choose one or more selections from their 
writing that day to share after lunch during our group poetry reading. When it is time for the 
reading, we can sense the excitement and anticipation of sharing as they pour through their 
journals one last time.  To honor each contribution, we ask that they not clap or praise after each 
reading, but leave a little space between each person before the next person begins.  This creates 
a kind of safe feeling in sharing where commentary, good or bad, is not a part of the process. 
 
     One by one the students read what they have chosen.  Some are very long and detailed, some 
are short and convey a feeling of their experience.  Everyone participates.  We end our day with a 
group poem created from questions that brings levity and laughter to the end of our day together. 
 
     As I look back over the collaboration with the teachers from OLG for over a decade now, I 
am so blessed on this day to see the fruits of these kinds of programs reflected in the 
countenances of the children. I have also witnessed the growth in many of the children in their 
struggles of overcoming fears of bees and spiders.  I have watched them become more 
comfortable with being in silence as they matured.  I have seen new pathways forged through 
integrating the tenants of Catholicism with the beauty, wonder and the intimacy of God’s 
creation.  
 
Sandy Bisdee completed her Association Montessori International (AMI) Teaching 
Certificate in 1979. A born naturalist and Native American flute player, Sandy has developed the 
Center's eco-contemplative practices for children since 2005. She completed her certification in 
the NC Environmental Education Certification Program in 2009. Sandy brings to her work a 
lifetime of loving children and of loving the earth and of finding ways to bring the two together! 
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Foundations of Spiritual Life in Nature 

by 
Celia McMullen 

 
     Our Lady of Grace Catholic School brings our students to programs offered by The Center 
for Education, Imagination and the Natural World (CEINW) at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary in 
the foothills of North Carolina four times during their tenure at OLG. They come in second, 
fourth, sixth, and eighth grade. 
 
     Each time the students come they engage in different practices and elements of thought. 
These practices and thoughts become the foundation of their spiritual life. 
 
     The staff of CEINW creates a program tailored to each grade and each passage through 
Timberlake Earth Sanctuary is different. 
 

Second Grade 

 

     The second grade comes to the Earth Sanctuary with a total innocence and the wild 
wondering of being in nature. Each child has made his or her own mandala, which we make into 
a paper quilt as a gift to the Center staff.  Each child tells the story of the symbols in his or her 
mandala. They behold nature with silent observation and they walk down the Marsh Walk 
individually like they will in the church for their First Communion. 
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 Fourth Grade 
 

     The fourth grade comes to Timberlake remembering the lovely experiences of second grade, 
but can find a deeper understanding because of the maturity of the students and because of the 
experience of their teacher, who is a graduate of The Inner Life of the Child in Nature program. 
Throughout the year, they go outside around the campus of OLG and write in their journals. 
They take a fall field trip to Timberlake and spend the day in nature writing. They come back to 
school and “publish” a piece from their journals that they wrote that day. 
 
 

                                                                               

!

!
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Sixth Grade 
 

     The sixth grade students are involved with the Empathetic Listening program. Their day 
requires a quiet solo walk in the woods and partnering with peers to talk and listen to each 
other’s observances. They write with the prompts – “In this moment . . .” and “In the silence . . .” 
The students also practice being present to the moment when they are speaking and listening to 
one another. This program enhances the Catholic Social Justice theme of Dignity of the Human 
Spirit.   
 

Eighth Grade 
 

     In eighth grade, the students come to Timberlake for their final visit. They have “story time” 
when they remember their history of time at the earth sanctuary. They remember the second 
grade Marsh Walk; they walk their favorite trails, and place them in their hearts. The students 
don’t want to leave at the end of the day; they know that their days at Timberlake are coming to 
a close and it’s time to move on to something new. Timberlake Earth Sanctuary has spoken to 
their hearts and souls and there is a letting go of an old and faithful friend.  
 
     Eighth grade studies the writings of Thomas Berry, Thomas Merton, and St. Francis’ 
Canticle of the Sun before their trip to Timberlake. When they return to school after the 
program, they write and draw. They compile this into a remembrance book that parents can buy 
for them at graduation. 
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Reflections 

 
     This is my tenth year bringing second graders to this holy and sacred place. I truly believe that 
each child that experiences the four programs at Timberlake has had his or her inner life 
awakened and by the time they leave for high school, the foundation of the sacred has been set. 
We have given them wings to fly. 
 
     As I reflect on what we have provided for our students, it comes to me that the inner life of 
each person and child at OLG is impacted. 
 
     These two years of reflection and contemplation have enabled me to work more freely with 
the children. Deep thinking and realization of the sacred in nature have resonated through the 
sessions of the two years of the Inner Life of the Child in Nature program. To provide this 
discipline to young children requires commitment, faith, and love. Going through these two 
years has taught me how to look through the lens of God’s wonderful love. Creator of all – small 
and large, mountains and valleys, atoms and quarks, human and animal - all of this was created 
for each and every one of us to enjoy, to love, to cherish, and to serve. As Thomas Berry said, 
 

“If the outer world is diminished in its grandeur, then the emotional, imaginative, 
intellectual, and spiritual life of the human is diminished or extinguished. Without the 
soaring birds, the great forests, the sounds and coloration of the insects, the free-flowing 
streams, the flowering fields, the sight of clouds by day and the stars at night, we become 
impoverished in all that makes us human.”1  

 
     Thank you for opening my mind, heart, and soul. 
 
Celia McMullen has been teaching at Our Lady of Grace Catholic School for 19 years. She is 
currently teaching Second Grade. Celia has a BFA in Studio Art and an MFA in Theatre 
Design and Technology. She went back to school when her children became school aged and got 
an Associate’s Degree in Elementary Education, K-6. Her children are grown and living in 
Washington, DC and Spartanburg, SC, respectively. Road trips for visits are frequent! A 
passionate reader and avid nature fan, she walks regularly alone and with her husband around 
Greensboro, taking in the beauty of God’s creation. Celia graduated from the Center’s Inner Life 
of the Child in Nature program in 2018. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!Thomas Berry, The Great Work: Our Way Into the Future (New York: Bell Tower, 1999), 
200. 
!
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Giving Voice to Love: 
Speaking to Schoolchildren through Poetry 

 
by  

 
Lisa Saintsing 

 
 

 
       During the past two years I have learned that my experience in the Inner Life of the Child 
in Nature program is intricately tied to my time spent at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary in the 
Poetry of Nature program that I attend every year with my students.  In both programs I have 
found great joy:  I have delighted in the changing seasons, the untold beauty of nature, the 
resonance of silence, the peace of solitude, the wonder of others’ discoveries, the fulfillment of 
self through artistic creation and the satisfaction of deep communion with fellow seekers.    It 
was my intention to write poems that grew out of my observations of and meditations on nature.  
In reviewing my poems I learned that I often brought my teacher-self into the mix – I found 
myself addressing my students in many of my poems, and many of the poems seemed to follow 
the change of seasons, like the school year. 

 
       More importantly I discovered that spending time in the quiet recesses of nature has allowed 
me and my students to find our voices, to allow our hearts to speak, to bare our naked souls 
without shame in an unspoken dialogue of verse.  Of course a shyness remains.  We do not 
analyze what we have written, nor do our experiences in Poetry of Nature sessions miraculously 
change our daily life at school – there are still largely failed efforts to solicit student responses to 
various authors’ ideas or worldly concerns.  We are not drawn into an open, deeper communion 
in the classroom.  Students still talk among themselves, worry most about what their peers think 
of them and spend a lot of time off task.  It is hard to imagine things otherwise with middle 
schoolers.  But somehow having had a glimpse into another person’s heart, I feel a bond with 
them that was not there before.  I realize that I can speak to them through my poems, and that 
they have much to tell me through theirs.  I have learned that I can express great passion for 
nature, for poetry, for God in what I write.   I can let them know how much I care.  I have 
learned that if I allow my heart to speak in poems, I can touch their hearts; I can teach them 
love.  

  
Here follows a school year of poems. 
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New Students 
 
How shall I come to know you? 
As the one who never has anything to say? 
Or the one who cannot be still for a 
moment? 
Will your smile encourage me 
To ask you for your thoughts? 
Or suggest I glance away? 
 
Who are you? 
My ally?  My comrade? 
The one who sits with me shoulder to 
shoulder 
Who begins to understand 
My heart’s message, 
Though our eyes will seldom meet? 
 
Through all the turmoil and commotion 
Can you hear the throbbing in my ears? 
Will you turn this way even for a moment? 
Try to understand a different vision? 
Know that I care to know what you think? 
How you have dared to love? 
What we have in common? 

 
 

Observe 
 

Why must you hurry? 
Take a moment to watch 
A solitary leaf tremble 
Before it breaks free 
And floats stem over notch 
To the ground, 
Lost on the forest’s floor. 
 
What difference  
Can one leaf make? 
In that humble descent 
A piece of nature’s carpet  
Is repaired, 
A missing thread completes 
The tapestry and nourishes 
The Earth – giving life, 
Giving hope –  
That out of death and loss 
Some new beauty will be found. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On a Mission . . . 
 
I wonder if, 
All the while we were walking 
And you were talking, 
The birds were carrying on their 
conversation? 
Or were they intimidated by our 
movements, 
Lying hidden in the undergrowth,  
Waiting for us to pass, 
So they could continue uninterrupted? 
But now that we have found our silence 
They emerge like fighter pilots, 
Careening and diving into the dead 
And dying rushes that encircle 
And embrace the pond. 
What a raucous chorus they are making! 
Between their calls and twitters and 
Their thunderous descent through brittle 
foliage, 
They have broken the fragile silence 
And revealed to me their world 
Of hidden sounds and secret movements. 
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Making Preparations 
 
Like the shimmering surface 
Of disturbed water 
That distorts and animates 
Inverted images from the space above 
I feel fragmented and distracted. 
I hear a steady chirping,  
A static backdrop that accompanies 
A sudden hiccup, an agitated twitter, 
Or a rustle and a flapping. 
My eyes are drawn  
To the sounds before me, 
Now on my left, now behind me.   
I turn to look, but 
The forest’s creatures are elusive. 
They sense my presence. 
They know I’m different. 
I’m the stranger 
In their peaceful woodland. 
They’re hospitable and leave me sit. 
As long as I’m quiet and respectful, 
They’ll carry on their tasks. 
Unencumbered by my clumsy self, 
They make ready for the coming winter 
And care little for my idle spell. 
 
 
Homecoming 
 
I hear a gentle quaking 
Followed by a louder rustling 
That grows to a steady applause, 
And amidst this autumn shower 
Of leaves spiraling downward, 
I am struck by nature’s outpouring 
Of love for the Earth. 
All creatures love this source 
Of life from which they spring: 
The mighty oaks and delicate ferns 
All clasp tightly to their mother. 
And like birds and squirrels 
Who often journey skyward, 
We humans, with our lofty ambitions 
And our desire for heaven, 
Should never forget that our feet  
Naturally turn homeward 
To the source of our beginning, 
To the Earth, 
Our origin and mother. 
 

 
 
 

Nature Trek 
 
To those of you who are cold 
I say embrace this moment. 
Won’t the warmth of hearth 
Be all the more a blessing? 
Doesn’t the breeze invigorate you? 
Fill you with a new found purpose? 
Even if your goal is to return 
To the beginning and 
Stand again before the fire 
In the company of friends 
And neighbors, 
Your sojourn into nature 
Will fill you with unending treasures, 
Memories of time spent in reflection 
As well as the anticipation of reunion 
 

 
 
 
Gift 

There in your hands 
You hold the past and future – 
An indiscriminate clump of brittle leaves, 
The underworld of the forest, 
A remnant of another time. 
 
I bend close to smell  
The gift you bear and 
A familiar odor rises: 
Earth’s perfume–musky, dark undertones 
Give way to a sweeter fragrance, 
Like some sacred funereal balm 
That soothes a grieving heart 
And quiets the troubled mind. 
 
Your smile affirms my discovery: 
This scent transcends loss 
And brings a promise of renewal – 
That out of winter’s landscape 
Comes the breath of spring. 
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Spring Frolic 
 
What will you keep of this day? 
Take to your heart and bury 
Deep within your soul? 
 
Will you choose 
The first ray of sunshine 
Upon your cheek? 
A foretaste of the coming summer? 
Or perhaps the giddy deviance of your 
friends 
As they scurry to find a spot, 
Hidden and out of sight, 
So you might yet savor  
Childhood’s call to truancy? 
Or maybe you find 
The steady caress of this spring breeze  
At once intoxicating and enervating. 
It makes movement seem  
Excessive and unnecessary. 
 
I think I shall recall 
My time spent here with you 
Outside our classroom, 
Surrounded by your openness and wonder, 
Your hearts full and giving, 
While nearby a bird calls incessantly, 
“Be here, be here, be here.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Life Force 
 
Behold this life, 
This busy time of being! 
Minnows pause 
Then ricochet around the rocks 
Cluttering their stream. 
Wind stirs the leaves 
On slender shafts of green bamboo. 
A lone young hardwood sits 
Just below the rocky tumble of stones 
Over which the stream pours steadily. 
So much being and redeeming -  
Sprouting, growing and then fading, 
Something new amidst what is decaying. 
Overall is the spirit of acceptance -  
Simple meaning found in essence.  
Here there’s no place for anger, 
Or resistance, or grief or hurt, 
Or remembrance of what’s been lost. 
Life goes on –  
Spilling over rocks and  
Tumbling to the ground, 
An ever-changing pattern  
Of what was and is and might be  
Still tomorrow. 
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Magic 
 
I hear water  
As it tumbles  
From the mouth  
Of a conduit. 
It lands in frothy whiteness 
And breaks apart into bubbles 
That drift lazily in concentric circles 
To the edges of this dark pool. 
They succumb to gentle pressure, 
Pop and fade into the shiny blackness. 
The surface before me 
Now like a window 
Through which I can see 
The muddy leaves, 
Packed in layers. 
They provide a cover 
As minnows dart here and there – 
Suddenly I’ve lost sight of them. 
I search and search 
And in this moment 
A second picture is revealed – 
Through the magic of glass and water 
I see the reflection of the world above: 
Here in this mystical place 
Bird and fish commune together. 
 
 
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hope 
 
Your words inspire me  
And give me hope. 
I watch delighted as 
Your pens move easily  
Across the pages, 
Capturing the sense  
Of wonder that you feel 
As you discover nature’s bounty. 
I long to hear your hearts’ responses 
To all this beauty, 
This freedom to linger, 
Reflect, and share 
A deep communion 
With each other, yes, 
But also with the forest, 
The cool air of morning, 
The hidden birds 
And brilliant sunlight on the water. 
Here, now, a sacramental moment 
Is given to you. 
In this quiet solitude 
You can find God 
And begin to know Him. 
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Transformation 
 
Like the moon 
That hangs low in the morning sky 
Distinctly white yet translucent 
Against the emergent blues of dawn, 
I discern a certain excitement in your smile 
That does not match the wistful sadness that I feel, 
As I contemplate our impending separation. 
You are but a remnant of the night, 
A beam of hope and warmth and light 
In the inky blackness that envelopes and confounds. 
In you I saw my thoughts and dreams and fears reflected. 
I watched you grow close to fullness 
As I poured out my heart, my passion. 
You hung on my words of praise – 
Poetic and redemptive. 
Inevitably, though, you turn from me and wane, 
Your need to follow a cycle 
Stronger than your desire to remain 
And imitate, and so you wane and wax and wane again. 
You pull me close and then turn from me. 
You leave me waiting for your next phase. 
Now, before I am ready to let go, 
The sliver of your former self that I beheld but briefly 
Gives rise to one unknown – 
Transcendent, whole and radiant, 
Your own passions have been lit. 
You burn with a ferocious desire, 
You are yourself aglow. 
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     And so ends another school year and now my Inner Life of the Child in Nature class as well.  
I am deeply grateful for the opportunity this class and the Poetry of Nature programs have 
afforded me.  I also give thanks for my mentors and classmates in the Inner Life program who 
shared their hearts’ messages with me and showed me patience as I tried to learn a new way of 
being present in our world.  May you all know peace and may you always take the time to 
commune with nature. 
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