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Foreword 
 
 

Ah, not to be cut off, 

not through the slightest partition 

shut out from the law of the stars. 

The inner – what is it? 

If not intensified sky, 

hurled through with birds and deep 

with the winds of homecoming. 

 

~  Rainer Maria Rilke 

 

     Each year, as a new class of educators begins “The Inner Life of the Child in Nature:  Presence 
and Practice” Program, we come together for the first time in the Autumn of the year.  When the 
class of 2010 gathered together for the first time in the Autumn of 2008, it was already evident 
that this group of educators embodied a deep sensitivity to the natural world and an unusual 
capacity to give expression to the inner reaches of the outer world. 
 
     Thomas Berry has said that “we find ourselves in an autistic situation.  Emotionally, we cannot 
get out of our confinement, nor can we let the outer world flow into our own beings.  We cannot 
hear the voices or speak in response.”1 
 
     Here, in a remarkable collection of practices, you will find a keen and often painful awareness 
of the human separation from the natural world.  You will also find a call and response between 
the natural world and the human being expressed in writing, poetry, movement, soundings, line, 
color, pottery, sculpture, art, photography, play, song, breath, contemplation, visualization, care 
and gardening that leads us out of our confinement to new levels of communion. 
 
     Perhaps it is no surprise that the word “peace” reverberates throughout these pages – a peace 
the comes when the human being moves beyond separation and experiences a sense of oneness 
“deep with the winds of homecoming.” 
 
 
      
Peggy Whalen-Levitt, Editor 
June 12, 2010 
 

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco:  Sierra Club Books, 1988), pp. 16-17. 
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The Opening 

by 

Trish Corbett 

 

  . . . when children come in contact with nature, they reveal 
         their strength.1 
       ~ Maria Montessori 
 
 
                                   The excitement of life is in the numinous experience 
           wherein we are given to each other in that larger 
           celebration of existence in which all things attain 
           their highest expression, for the universe, by 
           definition, is a single gorgeous celebratory event.2 
 
       ~ Thomas Berry 
 
 
 
      As I reflect on my experiences during the past two years as a participant in “The Inner Life of 
the Child in Nature” program, I marvel at my journey.  Could I have envisioned what my inner 
landscape would look like now or how the changes in me would manifest themselves in my work 
with children?  My answer would definitely be no.  I did have the intention of deepening my 
connection with the natural world, a connection that would hopefully spill into and inform my 
interactions with each child I encountered; however my intention was very vague and without 
form.  Little did I know that this lack of apparent clarity would be the very doorway through 
which I would enter into some of my most important personal and professional work.   
 
     To help put my story in context, I think it’s important to give you a glimpse of my relationship 
with nature as seen through my eyes as a child.  Where I grew up in an urban environment in the 
Northeast, grass and flowers were seen as intruders that were routinely dug up and replaced with 
asphalt.  Homes were tall, close together, and mostly devoid of natural character or enhancement.  
During the winter months, snow was perceived as a headache for it reduced the space available 
for the parking of cars, and, in the summer months, the heat was seen as the enemy so we closed 
our shades during the daytime to keep out the light and hot air.  The sole natural element that I 
remember being embraced and celebrated was the ocean.  My family took annual vacations to 
Cape Cod, and our two weeks on the beach was like heaven to me.  It nourished my parched soul 
with the soothing sound of the waves, the unique fragrance of the ocean, and the wonderfully 
grainy feel of the sand.  Although there were elements of the sea that remained scary to me, in 
particular the horseshoe crabs and the occasional jellyfish, most of the time I felt great comfort 
sitting on or walking along the beach, lost in the experience of my awakened senses. 
    

                                                
1 Maria Montessori, The Discovery of the Child (Oxford, England: Clio Press, 2002), p. 71. 
2 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco:  Sierra Club Books, 1988), p. 5. 
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     Fast-forward thirty years . . .  My mindset or beliefs about nature hadn’t changed dramatically, 
but my exposure to natural settings increased in small but significant ways.  We moved to the 
Midwest and settled into a community with large old beautiful trees.  We even had a small lawn 
and garden that we tended.  Well, to be truthful, my husband did most of the work.  But I did start 
to appreciate and value having elements of nature as part of my everyday experiences.  When our 
first child was born, the miracle of a new life opened my eyes and heart wide open to the 
possibility of a cosmic connection to an infinite source.  As our son grew, his innate curiosity and 
sense of wonder about the world awakened these same, long dormant qualities in me.  Seemingly 
for the first time I watched with great pleasure and delight how an ant climbed up the side of a 
tree or how clever a squirrel was as he dug for nuts.   I experienced the freedom of spinning my 
body around and feeling the cool air surround me, then the pure joy of collapsing in giggles onto 
the soft welcoming grass.  These experiences were the initial deposits into a treasury of wondrous 
experiences in nature.   For a long time, they existed alongside my beliefs that nature could not be 
trusted, was invasive and restrictive, and thus needed to be limited and controlled. 
 
     It was within this duality that the teachings of Maria Montessori entered.  When looking for a 
preschool for our son, a friend recommended a Montessori School.  Our intention was to find a 
safe, loving learning environment, and this school seemed to fulfill those goals.  We knew little of 
Montessori’s underlying reverence for the child and her belief in the importance of a child’s 
spiritual development through a strong connection with nature:  “the child possesses an active 
psychic life . . . the child must secretly perfect this inner life over a long period of time.”3 As I 
learned more about the Montessori philosophy and experienced it firsthand, the desire to integrate 
this way of being into my life became stronger.  After many years working in business, I re-
careered and went back to school to become a Montessori teacher, focused on the 3-6 age group. 
 
 
     These past six years of teaching have inspired, challenged, and changed me in significant 
ways.  In retrospect, I see my transition into teaching as a pivotal point in my life for it was then 
that I consciously entered into and embraced my work with children within a spiritual context.  At 
that time I made a decision to challenge my beliefs about nature and about my relationship with 
the natural world.  This choice was not a one-time thing.  It needed and continues to need ongoing 
renewal and commitment to keep my mind and spirit looking inward and outward simultaneously 
to ensure congruence with my new view of my connection with all living things.  A significant 
support in this process has been my participation with “The Inner Life of the Child in Nature” 
program.     
 
     During the past two years I have had many opportunities to nurture my inner life.  A firm 
believer in “you can’t give what you don’t have,” I knew that in order to provide rich experiences 
in nature for the children in my classroom, I needed to continue to develop a deep personal 
connection for myself.  This process was aided in many ways.  By sharing my experiences with 
others and hearing about other participant’s journeys, I grew in my understanding and reverence 
for nature, as well as a respect for each person’s unique journey.  Solo walks on the beautiful 
earth sanctuary trails of Timberlake Farm were adventures for me, although I must admit they 
were not always within my comfort zone, especially in the beginning.  Quieting my mind and 
opening my heart to hear the murmurs of a divine presence took time and patience.   
 
 
 
 
                                                
3 Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood (New York:  Ballantine Books, 1966), p. 34. 
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     Ever so slowly I was able to trust that ‘being lost’ in the woods was simply a state of mind.  
Early in the program during one of my solos, I got completely disoriented in the woods, couldn’t 
find my map of the grounds, and started to panic not knowing how to get back to the Treehouse 
for lunch.  As I feverishly took one ‘wrong’ path after another and grew increasingly anxious (I 
could say terrified), all my old thoughts of nature being untrustworthy and unsafe welled up 
inside of me.  These voices were strong and loud, but they were countered by other voices 
reminding me of my positive experiences with nature as a benevolent source of guidance and 
support.   In a complete act of faith, I made a decision to trust that I was safe and would be guided 
out of the woods.  Step by hesitant step, I repeated my mantra that I was safe and being led by a 
faithful and loving presence.  As I walked out onto the field, into the warmth of the sunlight, I 
realized with gratitude that the person exiting the woods was profoundly different from the person 
who entered it.  I knew with confidence that this experience had changed me so deeply that my 
relationship with nature would be forever altered, and for the better. 
 
     Enter the children.  Throughout these past two years, the children in my classroom have been 
enthusiastic and willing sojourners with me.  My grand plans of what my practice ‘should’ look 
like fell away, and we spent our time developing an intimate relationship with the nature on our 
campus.  We started the school year by making individual “Cosmic Jars.”  Each child collected 
elements of Mother Earth - land, air and water.  As a class, we collaboratively developed a set of 
classroom agreements, one of them being respect for all living things.  So when insects found 
their way into our classroom, one or several of the children gently helped them back to their home 
outside.  I knew we had made significant progress as a community when one of our older children 
reported with great pride that “Nick (one of our 3-year olds) saw an ant today and didn’t step on 
it.”  During parent/teacher conferences the parents frequently share stories that reflect the 
children’s intimate love and respect for nature.  For example, several parents have recalled 
occasions where there was an insect in their home that they were about to kill, but were stopped 
in their tracks when their child looked up and said, “But Daddy, that’s a living thing!”  I delight 
when a parent tells me of how they took the time to crouch down on the ground with their child to 
observe a crawling ant.  They may not realize it, but their children are giving the entire family the 
gift of reverence for nature! 
 
     The children and I delight in the change of the seasons, observing nature’s wondrous process 
of renewal.  The practice of beholding prepares us to be present to the process of a flower 
opening its petals, the subtle changes in the color of the leaves, the active animal life in our patio 
garden.  We become still internally and externally, increasing our awareness of and appreciation 
for the earth’s natural rhythms.  We frequently do science experiments - some of our favorites 
this past year had to do with water.  During the winter months we explored how water changed 
form due to the temperature, and the children delighted in the formation of ice crystals on our 
playground mulch.  Currently we are experimenting with how flowers get water, using colored 
water with white carnations.  In our classroom we have an aquarium.  The children sit in front of 
it for long periods of time, sometimes noting the swimming or feeding habits of the fish.  More 
often, however, the children simply gaze at the tank in apparent wonder and awe.  They are 
calmer and appear refreshed after their quiet time with the fish. 
 
     I am eternally grateful for the opportunity to participate in this amazing program.  It has 
enhanced my life in immeasurable ways, far beyond any plan I could have come up with two 
years ago.  Like a pebble in the pond, its ripples extend beyond my work with children, for it has 
exposed me to the amazing work of Thomas Berry, has helped me make connections with some 
really amazing fellow journeyers within this program, and has expanded my advocacy of 
sustainability.  Both Maria Montessori and Thomas Berry had a similar passion for building a 
stronger connection to and reverence for the earth.  Montessori saw education as the primary 
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vehicle, with the spiritual education of a child an integral component of that mission.  Berry was 
an earth scholar who was a constant, compelling voice calling us to awaken to the damage we are 
doing to Mother Earth and challenging us to embark on a new path of appreciation for the 
sacredness of our planet.  I can think of no better way to carry on the work of Montessori and 
Berry than to help reawaken and reinforce in children the majesty, wonder, and beauty of the 
natural world.  There is nothing more important in our lifetime than this, and our collective future 
depends on it.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trish Corbett is a Montessori teacher in the Winston-Salem, NC area, co-learning with children 
ages 2 1/2 to 6 years old.  Her journey to teaching took many twists and turns for she originally 
graduated from college with a Bachelor of Science degree in Accounting.  After working in the 
business arena for almost twenty years, she re-careered to support a desire to follow in her 
children’s footsteps and fully experience and reside in the world of wonder and awe as envisioned 
by Maria Montessori.  Her daily intention is to remember and respond to the cosmic invitation to 
be present, be aware, and be open. 
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Indwelling the Cycle of the Year 

by 

Catherine Kramer 

 
Lost 

 
       Stand still. !The trees ahead and the bushes beside you  
       Are not lost. !Wherever you are is called Here, ! 
       And you must treat it as a powerful stranger, ! 
       Must ask permission to know it and be known. ! 
       The forest breathes. Listen. It answers, ! 
       I have made this place around you.  
       If you leave it you may come back again, saying Here. !! 
       No two trees are the same to Raven. ! 
       No two branches are the same to Wren. ! 
       If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you, ! 
       You are surely lost. Stand still. !The forest knows  
       Where you are. !You must let it find you. !1! 
 
 

Introduction 
 

     I began the Inner Life of the Child in Nature program with apprehension.  I felt compelled to 
work on “fixing” my responses to the natural world.  I wanted to share nature and encourage a 
strong connection to the natural world with my children.  I was concerned that my sensitivities 
and reactions were negatively impacting my children’s experiences.  I began the program with 
awareness that my reactions and experiences were not “normal” and not how most people 
experience their time in nature.  This was very evident during a walk at Timberlake in which 
Carolyn gave instructions to the group on ways people might open themselves more and take in 
more sensory information (visual, auditory, etc.)  I was in tears at the prospect of receiving more 
from nature.  I found myself overwhelmed and overloaded by all I felt, saw, heard and smelled in 
the natural world.  I was often panicked and worked towards reducing the total awareness in order 
to avoid the feelings of fear or terror that arose. I wore headphones or limited the range of my 
vision to avoid becoming over-stimulated.  I was confused by my experiences.  I was afraid of the 
natural world.  I was both drawn to the natural world and terrified of what I might experience.  
My children were developing their own fears of the natural world.  I wanted to learn how to share 
the experiences with them in a healthy, supportive way.  

                                                
1 An old Native American elder story rendered into modern English by David Wagoner in David 
Whyte, The Heart Aroused: Poetry and the Preservation of the Soul in Corporate America (New 
York:  Currency Doubleday, 1996). 
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     The intention set for my yearlong practice was to maintain an open heart in my relationship to 
the natural world, honoring and acknowledging the gift of this connection. The second part was to 
work on being present and open during the time I spent in relationship with nature through walks 
or simple practices of being quietly attentive in nature. I would work on sharing these practices 
with my children. I have maintained a journal since I was a child. Writing about these experiences 
was a natural way to reflect on these practices. At times, I wrote during the experience, other 
reflections came later after I had returned home. Some of the writing came in the form of simple 
documentation - little appreciations of what I saw or heard or felt at the time. I have also used 
photography to document the gifts or lessons I have received from my relationship with the 
natural world. These writings and photographs share a small insight into how this relationship has 
impacted me and how it has transformed over the past year.  
 
 
 

Summer 
 
 

 
 

Wednesday, June 16, 2009  
11:03 am 
Solo trip to friend’s cabin in mountains 
 
Finally, I force myself into the woods. Sunday, I took short walks. Monday, I slept. Tuesday, I 
slept. Today, I must spend time outside. Haven’t seen any creatures the past two days. I see a 
squirrel. I imagine I am on or near a deer trail. Believe I shall walk some more.  
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Thursday, August 26, 2009  
8:45 am 
Bog Garden  
 
A blackbird and two ducks on the right. Two ducks on the left. I lost in thought, wondering if 
heron might wait at the pond. Spy a large nest in the tree. Who made it? Then freeze - a young 
rabbit is also frozen at the base of the bird feeder. Chipmunk runs. Rabbit and I watch each other. 
I am in awe, crouching to be less threatening. What does rabbit think? Is she relieved? Afraid? 
We watch each other. Skittish duck takes flight alarming her. She runs into the brush for safety. 
Connection lost.  
The sparrows are bold and brave for their size. So small yet determined to scratch out their meal.  
Chipmunk has an underground bunker! 
 
 

Autumn 
 

 
Tuesday, October 13, 2009  
3:55 pm  
White House Trail 
 
Sitting on a submerged, fallen tree in the lake near White House trail. Except the tree isn’t 
submerged and the lake has dried up. It is disorienting to say the least. I was so excited to see 
some heron and take some pictures. It distracted me from where I was (or should be if it weren’t 
dry.) As a beautiful, dark grey heron flew away I was brought back to the astonishment of the dry 
lakebed. He flew away and I wondered if he were upset by the change in the lake - in his living 
conditions? Or was it just a new day? How much I am yet to learn from my beloved heron and 
trees and earth. 
 
 
Monday, November 7, 2009  
5:20 pm           
Bog Garden 
 
I came to try and think and reason with myself. Also hoping to see a familiar friend - the heron. 
He is here. His grey body blending with the water and low-hanging tree makes him look much 
like a rock half-submerged. His rapid beak strike gives away his less than benign appearance.  
He took flight and landed closer to where I sit, standing tall and calm amid the cacophony of 
ducks and geese. Is he annoyed by their constant noise and thoughtless disturbance of his hunting 
grounds? It appears to be no hindrance as he strikes and with a shake of his head swallows. How 
patient and attentive he must be to remain utterly still. Not flustered or reactive to the constant 
flying, diving, splashing, and quacking.  
He has walked more toward the center of the pond. His body nearly as dark as his shadow. His 
steps are purposeful. How does he see his prey in this darkness? The ducks and geese are starting 
to quiet. He continues his slow, deliberate hunt. Couching low - belly almost touching the water. 
Then standing tall - his neck craning- for a wider view?  
I am regretful to leave his presence. Though I can only barely make out his presence. How badly I 
want him to speak to me. To advise me on how to live the life I was meant to live. How to just 
live amongst the noise and chaos.  
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Winter 

 
 

 
 
 

Wednesday, December 30, 2009  
Tonight is a full moon, a blue moon. I have been separated for six months. Halfway to the 
divorce. Very, very sad.  
 
Undated  
The woods behind my apartment after a big snow: 
Dance steps lay out on the brown wooden floor of a dance studio. Elegant choreography taught in 
the most basic language - picture images.  
I want to know where the animals are. Where have they gone? In the cold, white world – where 
do they go for safety, warmth, rest, and respite? I want to learn. I want to know how to survive in 
this world.  
Snow is deeper here or so it seems. My clumsy, crashing through the trees and branches is 
silenced by the soft, deep powder. The white provides a new contrast. I see more peripheral depth 
in the dark trunks of trees to the white ground. But my anticipation, need, drive, makes the world 
shake and twist and it all becomes different. A kaleidoscope experience twisting my picture in 
and out, flipping and spinning. 
And there they are different than I expected. Different than I’ve seen before in mud and dust. 
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They look like a child’s small footprint. At first I am uncertain- and shaken - who has been here 
before? Has someone else been in my world? Eventually I relax; more certain the snow is 
distorting the prints of the deer. I follow, parallel, to preserve the trail of prints. I leave a plowed, 
churned path in my wake - no grace in my movements. I follow them around and over trees. 
Finally they intersect with more - a uniting, a meeting of prints. Some trail in - or out? But as far 
as I follow I find no beginning or end. I can’t understand where they have gone. I recognize the 
sacred dance. I feel privileged to follow alongside the steps knowing this is a choreography only 
offered on the rarest occasion. I wish I would learn this ancient movement and be able to teach 
others.  
As I go, I see my print, my trail super-imposed beside the elegant movements. I am embarrassed 
by the scene - my need so visible. So evident in this world. I head in a way I think should take me 
to the trail. I wonder as I plow through the unbroken snow why I will follow the unknown, 
imagined deer prints but will not follow my own? Why won’t I follow myself – my tracks back to 
safety, to the trail, to home? Why must I break a new trail? Unwilling to go back with myself.  
Questions to self: Did I go on this walk to learn survival? Did I go to explore death?  
 
Friday, February 20, 2010  
4:28 pm  
Kathleen Clay Edwards Library trail 
Q: Do deer lie down when they sleep?  
Today is finally permitting outside time. I am at the library and it is getting toward evening. I am 
wearing the wrong shoes for a walk in the woods but couldn’t risk losing this opportunity to the 
inevitable darkness. So, I have walked back into the woods to take what time I have.  
Noisy back here, traffic, sirens, children yelling, geese honking in the pond and wings beating the 
water. I have seen deer droppings and a small feather. A floaty insect. There are still patches of 
ice and snow on the ground. A brown and gray landscape.  
Can I tell you the truth? It is exciting to think spring might come and bring life back into this 
stark landscape. But stronger than excitement is the feeling of sadness that I might not enjoy it. 
That I won’t be able to feel happiness in the flowers, the growth, the light and the warmth. 
Mostly, I am afraid my darkness will keep me so far from being present with the world that I will 
find I have missed the gift of spring entirely. This thought causes so much fear and despair that I 
have tears in my eyes and my throat is clamped shut on a stifled sob as I write this. I want to die 
more at the prospect of being stuck alone in the darkness while the world moves to light and 
warmth. I have felt this impending panic of spring’s rush for two days now. The trees have shown 
the first signs of awakening and I cannot catch up. They will emerge from their darkness and I 
will not. I cannot think of it without feeling utterly hopeless.  
 
Undated 
Snow is magical. Snow transforms the world like nothing else. Life becomes quieter, slower, 
softer. Snow melts and disappears restoring things to ordinary. There is a moment of wonder 
when I first see snow falling that is pure excitement. No matter what inconvenience might occur 
because of the snow - the moment of awareness is always excited. Snow can appear without 
notice. Falling silently while you sleep, it has blanketed the world in white. Snow changes the 
day, the mood, the world around us. Snow doesn’t and isn’t dependable. Snow is the surprise 
party of winter.  
 
Monday, March 8, 2010 11:30 am 
Outside - waiting for appointment 
There is a moth on my face. I saw it as I was walking near Starmount. It flew to my leg and 
crawled all the way up my leg, to my stomach, to my arm, to my face. It has stayed – through the 
car ride to my appointment and remains even now.  
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Monday, March 15, 2010  
Starmount Field 
Nature finds a way to grow. Planting herself even within the trash we toss carelessly or forget and 
leave behind or ignore as we pas. She continues to come awake and to start her transformative 
growth process after the long, cold, quiet, restorative rest. The time, we in our limited 
imaginations, call simply - winter.  
 
West House Trail 
(A sign from the city) “Evidence of bear activity use caution.” 
What does evidence look like? 
I think it is the evidence of humans that I find most frightful. “Bear activity” sounds a lot like bad 
behavior - an unwelcome guest. Criminal activity. Should we not expect bear, fox, or other 
animals in the forest? Must they hide their activity from us? Do we expect the woods to be an 
unpaved playground rather than a wild, native space? Shouldn’t it be wild and dangerous to us? 
Unknown?  
*Peninsula Trail on my way back to the car - same walk*  
No heron today. Fear it means I am very lost to the world. Could I feel these trees and rocks and 
world around without fear? Or will it always be together? Will I ever be safe here?  
 
 
 

Spring 
 

Laurel Bluff Trail - May 2010 
~  Wildflowers 
~  Sunset gives golden shadow through the trail 
~  Owls calling, conversing. Privilege of overhearing/eavesdropping on this ‘conversation’   
    between birds. Who else is listening? Who else hears this?  
~ Toads! First toads this year.  
~  Copperhead crawling into ground. Hole no bigger than a quarter. Slowly, stopping,  
    pausing. Does it hear me? Feel me. I wait. Watch. Freeze. Head already in the ground -   
    safer but still scary. Won’t move or go on until the snake is fully into the ground - out of 
    sight, out of striking distance. Irrational fear and anger towards these snakes.  

 
I was afraid of missing the springtime. I was afraid I might get so lost in my life that I would 
wake up one day and realize this time of change and transformation had passed me. 
 
Piedmont Trail 
~  Everything is green. Vivid green. All the spaces filled in – leaves, vines, grasses. Flowers are 
    done. Missed them. 
~  Water lilies. No blooms yet.  
 
Peninsula Trail / White House Trail 
~ Everywhere the ground is crackling- like Rice Krispies with milk.  
   (I hear this above by the music of my headphones. Turn them off, take them off. Pause, stop,   
    look around for the source.) 
~ Sounds like rain on dried leaves but it isn’t. Insects? It is all around on every side. Can’t see  
   them. The ground is mysteriously alive. Who has heard this today? People pass me later as I   
   wander distractedly with wonder and curiosity. Did they hear it? Did they notice?  
~ Mother duck and tiny, new ducklings. She protective and alert has them swimming so quickly 
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to the center of the lake before I even see them. So many, so small. First ducklings this year. She 
is a good mother. I leave reluctantly and with guilt for disturbing her world and causing her 
worry.  
~ Owls call to each other across the lake. Back and forth. I am listening to their conversation. I  
   recognize the communication but not the words/language. I am honored to be present and  
   attentive. It feels like eavesdropping. How many others are hearing this today and listening in 
   wonder? Or is it all background noise?  
 
Woods near abandoned house past my apartment 
~ Dusk is different. This place, though somewhat familiar looks different. I notice the  
   surroundings differently.  
~ There is a trash dump - bottles, metal, jars, debris. Injury and violation to the land. Feels like an  
   injury and violation to me. I feel anger, confusion, sadness. I know it cannot be undone. At  
   times, like now, I wish to feel less. I recognize this is a special bond, a gift. It feels hard though  
   - too intense, too real, too deep. Frightening. Confusing.  
~ Finding bones- finding death. Sense of loss within me is as real as the death of a friend. Each 
   death I find is a personal loss. Grief. A need to honor the loss, attend, offer a witnessing, a  
   presence.  
~ I hear animal (bird?) calls. A baby bird cries. A flood of concern in me. As if it were my baby,  
   my child or that of a dear friend. I feel a strong desire to check on it. Deep and instinctual. A  
   maternal drive. I feel the connection with this animal within myself. A visceral, cellular, primal  
   connection.  
~ I am searching for myself. Communicating with far distant ancestors with only feeling as a 
   source of common language.  
 
Country Park 
~ Lone red tulip 
 
Trail around the lake at apartments 
~ Bird nest in the tree near the pier. 
~ 40 turtles sun themselves on logs in the lake. 13 turtles share one log. 
~ Tree - broken. Top half fell, sticks straight up, upside down in the ground.  
 
 
 
 

For in spite of all that has happened to me in other places, the great change and  
the great possibility of change in my life has been in my sense of this place. The  
major difference is perhaps only that I have grown able to be wholeheartedly      
present here. I am able to sit and be quiet at the foot of some tree here in this 
woods along Camp Branch, and feel a deep peace, both in place and in my 
awareness of it, that not too long ago I was not conscious of the possibility of… 2  
 
                  ~ Wendell Berry 
 

                                                
2 Wendell Berry, Recollected Essays 1965-1980 (San Francisco:  North Point, 1961). 
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Conclusion 
 

 
     What has come from the program and this year of practice is not what I thought I needed.  I 
thought I would learn how to “manage” or reduce the reactions I had.  Instead, with great patience 
and kindness, Carolyn and Peggy encouraged me to continue listening and experiencing what 
came from my time with nature.  They validated the sensitivity I had and my children were 
developing.  They supported me in developing a trust in my connection to the natural world. 
Slowly, very slowly, I am moving towards accepting this connection as a gift. At times I question 
whether it is a gift I want because it feels confusing and painful.  The connection continues to 
lead me to a place of fear or panic or pain at times.  But it also allows me to feel in relationship 
with the world.  During the turmoil of my personal life in these two years, Nature has been a 
companion, a teacher, a refuge, and guardian of my spirit.  In a time when I frequently feel lost in 
the world and to myself, I am grateful in the most profound way to feel ‘Seen’ by the natural 
world.  For my presence to be acknowledged by the universe is a gift that has offered essential 
support during this critical time.   
 
     As I have worked with my practice, my children have grown as well.  They attended the 
summer program at Timberlake last year. With the warmth and guidance offered by Sandy, they 
experienced the magic and mystery that lies in the natural world.  They experienced it in a way 
that felt safe and nurturing. This summer they will return for a second year.  They are excited 
about the opportunity to spend time in the natural world in a safe, supportive environment. I can 
also report the three of us (and our beloved basset hound, Millie) went on a successful overnight 
camping trip to Pilot Mountain this spring, a significant step towards sharing this deep connection 
with the natural world as a family.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Catherine Kramer received her MPH in community health from East Tennessee State 
University. She is an ultra-runner and enjoys the many trails near her home in Greensboro, NC.  
She enjoys painting, drawing, sewing, and knitting. Currently, she is experimenting with creative 
uses for the many ‘found’ objects that she brings home from her hikes and explorations. 
Catherine lives with her two sons, Zane (age 11) and Zion (age 9). They share their home with a 
highly communicative basset hound, a very old cat, an extremely vocal cockatiel, and a betta fish. 
They have recently been adopted by a family of 3 well-fed, ‘feral’ cats.  
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Blessedness of Life, of Nature 

by 

Barbara Leland 

 

     Over the course of the past two years in “The Inner Life of the Child in Nature” program, I 
have engaged in readings by Thomas Berry (The Great Work: Our Way into the Future, The 
Sacred Universe, and Earth Spirituality and Religion in the 21st Century), Richard Louv (Last 
Child in the Woods:  Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit Disorder), and Thomas Merton 
(When the Trees Say Nothing).   
 
     When it came time to focus on a practice during the second year, I sensed that I wanted to 
observe my world through nature - to focus on others’ and my own connection to nature.  
Humility, appreciation and blessedness of life emerge from focusing on awareness, the beauty 
and connections of humans and nature in my world.  Following are some moments experienced: 
 
 
* With a friend, I parked before a school playground.  The children were playing on swings and 
playground items in a small area enclosed by a fence.  Children were standing in line, taking 
turns, before a short spin on the playground item.  My friend and I discussed that it seemed the 
ratio was about 3:1, standing in line: enjoying a turn.  Definitely the children were learning to 
share.  Great!  Simultaneously, this was their playtime.  My friend and I shared how, in our 
childhood school day recess, we ran and moved about the entire time in a large play area.  In our 
present world, our society’s need for safety may delete individuals’ access to nature and 
movement.   
 
     
* Outside the entrance to our New Garden Friends Meeting House is a wonderful climbing tree.  
One Sunday morning after Meeting, I was one of the last to leave.  As I exited our Meeting door, 
a bird’s melody delighted my ear.  My eyes searched without finding the song’s source.  Silent, 
bird song! Silent, bird song!  Where was the origin of the song?   Giggle!!! Giggle!!!  Hidden 
high up in the tree leaves was a child having a joyful time fooling those of us who exited, 
listened, searched for the bird.  What joy to observe this child’s connection to nature and 
imagination! 
 
 
I live in a condominium complex. 
 
* I arrived home to find my 2nd grade neighbor planting bulbs.  She asked several neighbors if we 
would like bulbs planted at the front of our doors.  Of course, thank you.  This 2nd grader was 
knowledgeable and took great pride in her planting.  I loved observing this child as she seriously 
looked at her kitchen window, then decided where to plant the bulbs.  Her face patterned from 
seriousness to giggling.  My face must have expressed puzzlement.  The child shared that she and 
her Mother had decided to plant bulbs so they would enjoy the sight from their kitchen window.  
She was taking great pride in the placement of bulbs for her family’s view.  Their need for 
nature’s flowers produced a gift for all of us. 
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* I repeatedly checked the weather until predictions of rain were forecast.  I drove to New Garden 
Landscaping and chose geraniums and petunias in three shades.  Early the next morning, I arose 
and reconnected to my love of soil, planting, flowers, and nature.  My eighty-year-old neighbor 
has had 14 surgeries, yet is always so kind and positive.  I asked if she would enjoy petunias 
planted near her front step.  She replied that she loved flowers, though knew nothing about 
planting.  I responded that I meant I would be glad to plant them for her.  From her reaction, I 
might have offered her a trip around the world.  As I was planting near her front door, another 
neighbor emerged to ask teasingly if I was planting for all neighbors.   While planting, various 
neighbors stepped out to comment.  I enjoyed a wonderful few hours of planting and sharing with 
neighbors.  Planting flowers creates a much more enjoyable, welcoming entry and exit of my 
home.  It is uplifting to both observe and listen to our hunger and thirst for connections to nature. 

* I pulled into and parked in my home parking space.  A car pulled into a space about thirty yards 
from me.  As soon as the lady parked, two primary-aged boys jumped out of the car, and ran.  I 
did not recognize them and watched to see which home they might enter.  The two swung up into 
a tree across from me.  Such joy, fun was written on their faces . . . an uplifting picture to my 
eyes.  I walked to the lady’s car, introduced myself, and shared what an uplifting sight her sons’ 
actions were to me.  In today’s world, I rarely observe our children climbing trees.  She did not 
live here, but said her sons loved this tree.  Periodically, here she was. 
 
I walked over to the tree, introduced myself to the two young children (6 & 9 years of age), and 
shared that I wished I had a video of their joyful play.  They responded that they loved this tree, 
that it was fun to climb in a tree, that they were ‘good’ at climbing this tree.  While they climbed, 
we talked.  The two verbalized how you climb a tree.  In expressing my joy at observing their tree 
climbing, had the two interpreted that I needed lessons in the art of climbing trees?  Inside, I 
chuckled…what a good laugh they brought to me!  I shared the above story of the child bird-
singing in our church tree.  These two thought that sounded like great fun.  They asked me to turn 
my back, they would sing in the leaves, and I was to search for the bird.  Of course, puzzling, I 
searched for the origin of the bird song.  What joy was expressed in their voices, in their faces 
peeking through the leaves as I searched for the song’s source! 
 
I loved this moment: the two boys’ connection to nature, to imagination, to their souls. 
 
 
 
Barbara Leland’s educational career includes teaching 3rd-8th graders in mathematics and science, 
working as a regional mathematics coordinator for the NC State Department of Public Instruction, teaching 
at five local colleges, and working as a consultant for five national educational publishing companies.  
Barbara is the third of six siblings.  In her upbringing in Indianapolis, IN and in Montpelier, VT, her family 
of eight shared many days mowing, raking, trimming, and planting vegetables and flowers in their yard. 
Vermont is a leader in our nation on environmental protection, cherishing and giving back to our Earth.  At 
different times, Barbara’s Father and Mother each served as President of Vermont Green-up, which focuses 
on protecting and cherishing our Earth’s beauty and natural resources.  For several years during her public 
middle school teaching, Barbara brought her students to experience the leadership of Carolyn Toben, Peggy 
Whalen-Levitt, and Thomas Berry and their various activities connecting her students to nature at 
Timberlake Farm, a 165-acre earth sanctuary.  Subsequently, Barbara envisioned and, through the support 
of community resources and 300+ volunteer hours from students’ parents, guided her 165+ middle school 
students in the creation of a Nature Learning Garden (NLG).  The NLG includes plantings representing 
cultural diversity, gravel walkways, rock borders, a bird sanctuary, and butterfly gardens.  The PTSA 
(Parent, Teacher, Student Association) stated that the NLG was instrumental in helping the school earn 
“Guilford County Schools 2006-2007 Service to Students Award.”  Mentors, Timberlake Farm and the 
Nature Learning Garden were highlights of her students’ and of Barbara’s educational career.     
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A Classroom’s Educational Journey Through the Natural World 

by 

Sandra McCassim 

 
     When we arrived at the campground, the students ran through the woods, exploring the natural 
world.  All the stress and anxiety for planning and leading into the trip quickly dissipated.   
Several of our students had never been camping before or away from their parents.  Immediately, 
the students began exploring the area, running and screaming with excitement and freedom.  As 
this energy shifted, they started looking for creatures, plants and rocks, sat by the river, and found 
a magical little spot to sit and “be” in.  Most adults would cringe at the idea of taking twenty-two 
students on a camping trip for three days, but it was truly a magical experience to be with nine, 
ten, and eleven-year-olds in the natural world for a few days.  Our unit of study was the 
Westward Expansion focusing on Lewis and Clark’s expedition.  After a couple of months of 
learning about this time in our history, we decided to take the students on an expedition of our 
own into the natural world.  My goal as a teacher was to not only give my students this 
experience, but also to nurture their relationship with the earth and ultimately themselves.  My 
hope was that they could tap into a greater experience of connection with the earth.  
 
     Throughout this trip, the students had solo time in nature to write reflections of their 
experiences and thoughts. Here is one student’s reflection: 
 
 

As I write, 
It’s by candle. 

All around me is dark 
And I can hear the crickets. 

 
Apart from everyone else 

 Feels good. 
All alone in the dark, 
No stars are out yet, 

But I can imagine them just fine. 
 

I am now staring at my flame. 
It’s so pretty swaying at back and forth 

With the wind, 
Melting wax little by little. 

Right now, 
It is my sun. 

 
When I look behind me,  

There’s a world full of people  
Talking and having fun, 
But when I look in front, 

There’s me and the woods. 
I like it that way. 
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So there I am torn between two worlds, 
One of peace 

And one of love 
All greeting me. 

But you know what? 
I choose both! 

I want to be able to have fun, 
But still hold peace 
And I know I can. 

~ Eva 10 years old 
 

 
Throughout our time in these woods, I could see the children connected to the earth, peaceful and 
free, relaxed.  When we left, we were all very sad that our adventures had to end…or did they? 
 
     When we came back to school, we wanted to continue having these experiences with the 
natural world woven into our teaching, learning, and curriculum.  The intense winter made it 
somewhat difficult and I could feel a change in the classroom.  When we would take the children 
outside, it would immediately change the energy of the students and the classroom as a whole.  If 
the weather was inclement, the students’ energy would escalate as if there was an underlying 
frustration that resulted from the inability to play and be in the outdoors.  A parent of one of my 
students mentioned to me on a cold and rainy day that her son had said early that morning, 
“Mom, it’s going to be a bad day.”  The mother asked why and the child responded, ”Because it 
is raining and we’ll have to have recess inside.” 
 
     As spring approached and the weather became warmer, we began to start our day outdoors.  
We would take the students into our outdoor classroom with a writing or drawing prompt to help 
them shift their often chaotic morning energy to a calm and focused place, ready to start their 
school day! When students arrive at school, they are often feeling rushed or hectic.  Once we take 
the students outdoors, I see their faces relax, their breathing shifts, and they have let go of all their 
hectic morning routines. 
 
     One of these mornings, the prompt was to write about how they felt in nature in that moment.  
Here are some of the students’ responses: 
 
 

“I feel calm and peaceful and tired.” ~ Jodi, 10 
 
 

“I feel very restful sitting in this spot.  I can sit, relax, look at the trees, and listen to the birds.”  
~ 5th – 6th grader 

 
 

“Trees are beautiful.  They are like arms spreading wide.  Trees are so pretty.” ~Annabelle, 10 
 
 
 

     Another morning, we asked the students to find a spot in nature that was calling them, or 
where they felt they should be and write about their experience in that spot.   
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“I chose this spot because I feel happy here.  I like it because I think it’s a nice place.  I feel one 
with nature here.  It makes me feel like nothing can hurt me.” ~ 5th – 6th grader 

 
 

I find a penny 
I find a dandelion 
In my sunny patch. 

 
Trying to get warm 

I’m in my gravel circle 
Lining up now…bye. 

I spot a red ant 
Crawling on my white paper 

It leaves very fast. 
 

I silently sit. 
My patch is now darkish 

I sit quietly. 
~ 5th-6th grader 

 
 

 
     Towards the end of the school year, we began to study Andy Goldsworthy as an artist and also 
his relationship to the earth and how it inspires his artwork.  As a class, we were deeply moved by 
his work and took several opportunities to create some art of our own in the natural world.  We 
worked on some solo and collaborative art.  One of these experiences took us to the Davidson 
River.  Much like the camping trip, the students ran free and wild.  When it came time to focus on 
creating something with the earth, there was a shift.  Here are some reflections of the students’ 
experiences. 
 
 
 

“While building my sculpture, I felt at peace within and outside of myself. 
I felt something special coming from the earth.  I felt life in the rocks and the trees. 

I heard the river and the insects, and my soul rested.”  ~ Geronimo, 10 
 
 

“I really liked looking at the sculptures that the people made.  I really got the feeling that we 
were all unique.  The water ripples and that makes me feel….well, ME!  I had the best time 

dunking in the ice-cold water with all of my friends.  I was wishing the day would never end when 
we made our sculptures with people I didn’t really know.  This flower shows how the day ended, 

with happiness and sunshine!” 
~ Zelda, 11 

 
 

“This was a very nice experience to be here.  It had all the materials I needed to build and play.  I 
love the river and everything it has!  It was fun making the sculptures.  I felt peaceful and calm.  I 

don’t ever want to leave again!  I love the river!  ~ Annabelle, 10 
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     As I reflect on this school year, I can see the impact and role that the natural world has had on 
my students (and the lack of).  I can sense when my students are needing to be outdoors and have 
that connection or just simply play outdoors.  I can see and feel how it calms, soothes, and 
inspires them to create beautiful art and write touching poems. I have also noticed how they are 
able to be more productive in their schoolwork when they have had some time outside. The 
natural world plays such an important role in our children’s lives. Not only does it help them be 
more focused in school, it also gives them opportunities to reflect upon and connect with their 
inner selves. It is in this moment, when the skies open up and children feel like they are part of 
the earth, that there is no separation. This is the most beautiful moment a person can experience.  
It is these experiences that will create the biggest changes on our planet.  The greater our 
connection and relationship to the earth, the greater will be our expression of love. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sandra McCassim is a teacher at Rainbow Mountain Children’s School in Asheville, NC.  She 
holds a Bachelors of Science degree in Elementary Education and a Masters degree in School 
Administration.  She enjoys expressing her creativity in the classroom, finding ways to integrate 
her students’ learning in the different subject areas.  She also enjoys incorporating cooking in her 
teaching.   Although she loves teaching elementary through sixth grade, she plans to one day 
teach teachers and hold administrative positions in the field of education.  After her work with her 
students, she enjoys spending time outdoors with her husband, two daughters, and dog.  
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“Give to All, Baby” 

by 

Dominique Mitchell 

 
As Thomas Berry did in his book, The Great Work, I too would like to make the same dedication 

where he extends our circle of care to "all the children, to the children who swim beneath the 
waves of the sea, to those who live in the soils of the Earth, to the children of the flowers in the 

meadows and the trees of the forest, to all those children who roam over the land and the winged 
ones who fly with the winds, to the human children too, that all the children may go together into 

the future in the full diversity of their regional communities."1 
 

 
     I would like to take you through my journey of seeking answers to the question of whether it is 
responsible to have a child during this time of environmental crisis:  Is it environmentally and 
socially responsible to bring a child into the world at this time?  Before having a child, my partner 
and I always toyed with this question and never came up with an answer.  On one hand, we felt it 
would be unfair to bring a child into a world with so many problems and the possibility of it 
getting even worse. The more people on this earth, we reasoned, the more people there are to be 
environmentally irresponsible and to wreak havoc on society and Mother Earth. Why bring a 
child into this world of chaos and irresponsibility?  Why burden a child with the downward spiral 
we humans are putting Mother Earth through?   
 
      On the other hand, would it be irresponsible for us not to conceive?  We are two 
environmentally friendly people who could raise a child in a home where the Earth is valued.   
Children of parents like us are needed.  Might it be it our responsibility to bring a child into the 
world who could be here to take care of Mother Earth in the future?  Someone has to. Children 
are our future and if we decide not to have a child, how can we be assured that we did our part to 
help Mother Earth when we are no longer here?  
 
     As it turns out, we never decided . . .  and then it did not matter anymore because Mother 
Nature decided for herself and we were expecting.  Now that I have been developing such a 
strong and beautiful relationship with my newborn son, I question why humans don't have that 
natural connection with Mother Earth the way a mother does with her newborn child. I believe 
that people in general have a desire to have relations with people.  We are careful to take care of 
our relationships with our families and most of us look to share our life with a partner, and we try 
to nourish those relationships.  However, these circles of care do not seem to extend to having a 
bond with the Earth.  Now I have to be careful because I know that not all humans have these 
urges to nurture their relationships or to even have them in the first place. But here is what I have 
found along my journey of posing answers to my question.  

 
     Now that our little bundle of joy is here, I am trying to wrap my head around so many things.  
We have created this beautiful being and it is our responsibility to ensure that his beauty thrives.  
We are all he knows. At this early stage in his life, we are his whole world, his dad and I. What an 
amazing sense of responsibility he elicits; a positive one, that is.  
                                                
1 Thomas Berry, The Great Work:  Our Way Into the Future (New York:  Bell Tower, 1999), 
dedication page. 
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Bonds of Intimacy   
 
   From the moment I gave birth to my son Nico Suri Bedrosian, I have gained a whole new 
insight on life.  There is nothing I have ever felt similar to the bond I have with him.  There is 
nothing I would not do for him.  The past 4 months have been a period of us getting to know each 
other. My partner and I are growing a relationship with this little being who expresses his feelings 
in a different way than we do.   I have spent most of my time watching and listening to everything 
he does.  With each sound he makes, I try to figure out if he’s happy, sad, frustrated, tired, or 
even going to the bathroom.  It is the same with his facial expressions.  I watch in awe as I try to 
read his facial expressions that are so full of personality.  How can such a little baby have so 
much personality already?  Why do we pay such close attention to Nico’s every move?  To 
ensure his happiness and care.  The better I know my son, the better I can meet his needs and help 
him flourish.  And I have found all of these feelings and desires to come surprisingly and 
incredibly naturally.  We are enthralled with this blossoming relationship because he is our child.  
To me, this is the closest connection one can have, one I never knew until now.  And I wonder, 
“Is it possible to develop this level of relationship with the natural world?”  
   
     My experience with Nico has moved me to question why we do not seem to have this natural 
affinity to please our Mother Earth?  Think about all of the funny and frustrating stories we hear 
from parents about what they went through to try to please their children.  Especially when it 
comes to trying to get our babies to sleep through the night (which of course benefits us parents 
too).  From sneaking out of the nursery on hands and knees so the baby doesn’t know you are 
leaving the room, to buying a car simulator to put under the crib, and many other similar 
situations.  When he cries, the list of needs run through my mind.  Does he need to eat, does he 
need to be changed, does he need to sleep, is he teething, does he have gas, does he want to play, 
does he just want to be held? The list goes on.  And I make sure all of those needs are met and try 
every option until I find what he is trying to tell me.  Imagine not being able to talk yet, but 
knowing what you want and not having the bodily functions to do it on your own.  Sounds like a 
frustrating life doesn’t it?  So it is my job as mommy to make Nico’s life less frustrating for him 
by meeting his needs and going further to make him a happy joyous child.  So why do we not act 
the same toward nature? 

 
     I think about how frustrated Mother Earth must feel at being disrespected every day.  Why 
don’t we listen to nature’s sounds and watch her facial expressions and signs of happiness or 
sadness?  I know that some people in the world do listen to Mother Earth’s cries, but on a whole 
it is not the general behavior of our population. We are all part of one truth and our destinies are 
inevitably carried through Mother Earth. We would not exist if there were no Mother Earth, just 
as children would not exist without a mother to be born from.  I plan to teach Nico how to be 
empathetic to our Mother Earth so he will want to treat her with respect and figure out on his own 
how to please nature as I have tried to please him.  I see nature as being our sacred place to 
worship and hope he will find the same truth.   
 
     The Earth is our nurturing mother and womb of life.  We are sustained by Mother Earth.  She 
is the great mother of all humanity.  We human beings, figuratively speaking, are living in 
gestation our whole lives.  In return, shouldn’t we sustain our Mother?  Isn’t that what we do with 
our own mothers who sustain us from womb on?  As a new mother, I am coming across this 
realization very closely.  The natural bond I have with my child is the most sacred bond.  I have 
noticed a real inclination in our culture to love and care for our human family members and 
friends, but this caring does not seem, from my experience, to extend to the animal, plant and 
mineral beings of the Earth.  We survive off of the earth.  The earth to us adults is as the breast to 
a newborn baby.  My little guy could not imagine life without mommy’s bosom. 
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Growing up in Freedom with Nature 
 
     Children are naturally open-minded. They allow beings to teach them. They learn from elders, 
from animals, from experiences, etc.  As we become adults, we tend not to be as open to learning 
new things, in my opinion.  Instead of allowing nature to teach us, we try to control it and use it 
for our own benefit.  Society concentrates on creating technologies to control the environment.  
We see nature as a raw material, there for our consumption.  We create new technologies to 
benefit us, to make life easier.  As Thomas Berry has said:  “What benefit is worth giving up the 
purity of the air we breathe, the water we drink, the life-giving soil in which our food is grown?”2 
Nature is sacred.  It is a sacred place yet not all of us view it in such light.  Our society has made 
technology sacred.  We idolize new developments, new appliances, bigger, better, faster ways of 
living.  How do we keep the earth sacred in our children’s minds?  We cannot separate ourselves 
from the society we live in.  So how do we place higher importance on our natural environment 
than the technological environment which we live in  (the technology-ridden hustle and bustle 
lifestyle)?  If we live in a society of misplaced values, how do we make sure our children don’t 
get lost in the confusion?   
 
     We are continually brought further and further from direct relations.  We go to the grocery 
store to buy our vegetables rather than our backyard or the local farm to pick them. We can send a 
text or an email so much easier than meeting someone face to face and sharing our true 
expressions.  Society has the ability to hide behind technology.  I think this takes away our 
abilities to nurture our relations with humans and the natural world and animal world.  The lack 
of direct contact with nature depletes our understanding of interconnectedness. If we ensure that 
our children have direct relations every day with different people and different animals and 
different elements of the Earth, maybe they will have a better understanding of our life 
connection.  I’m not sure if this is possible on a large scale since not every child has access to all 
of these beings, but it is something I will provide for my family. 
 
     How does it happen that we fail to establish a bond of intimacy with nature in our culture?  
Are most of us taught that it is important to nurture our connections with our family and friends 
but not with nature?  Or is it assumed that there would be a natural respect for Earth inside of us?  
I think that if we can learn how to identify with the Earth, we can care for her better.  Just as we 
go through life learning how to identify with other humans, we could learn to do the same with 
the Earth.  When raising children, we make sure we teach them how to socialize and interact with 
other children.  We put them in social settings such as school or daycare or play dates.  Through 
this interaction, they learn to empathize with other humans.  If we were to introduce children to 
nature as attentively and deliberately as we introduce them to other humans, maybe they will 
learn to develop a relationship with nature and other living beings. 
 
     One thing I will do is vow to teach my son how to think and not what to think.  Children need 
to learn how to think for themselves and not memorize what society wants them to know.  
Children are naturally curious and inquisitive.  We need to nurture their wonder so that they will 
continue to be curious. We need to teach our children how to experience nature.  So far, Nico has 
been out and about with me on many excursions in the outdoors hiking through the woods.  I feel 
that if I continue to introduce him to the outdoor world, his appreciation for nature will grow and 
his curiosity to experience more of nature will flourish.   I plan for Nico to garden with me in our 
backyard so that he will see the direct connection of Mother Earth nourishing our bodies.  I know 
this is just a start, and as a new mom, our opportunities to experience nature will continue to 
increase and I look forward to that.   
                                                
2 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco, Sierra Club Books, 1988), p. 51. 
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     Having so many material things decreases our ability to be imaginative.  Just looking around 
my house at all of the toys we have for my 4-month old child, I can see the effects of 
consumerism.  I think a lot of these possessions make raising him easier, but also make it so I 
don’t have to think up things to do with him.  For example, instead of walking him around while 
he holds onto my fingers, or bouncing him up and down to strengthen his legs, I place him in his 
excersaucer and it does all of those things for me.  Children have toys and they know how to play 
with them, but think of the things they would choose to play with if they did not have those toys.  
I remember my favorite thing to play with as a child was Tupperware.  I think that trying to come 
up with a game or something to do exercises a child’s imagination.  By playing outside and 
letting the woods be a child’s playhouse, there are endless possibilities. 
 
 
Cultural Traditions of Interconnectedness 

 
     To further my own ideas of how to raise my son to feel a connection with the Earth, I am 
interested in looking into different cultural traditions where there is a bond with the environment.  
Here are some traditions and philosophies I have come across so far: 
 
 For example, when a child is born into an Omaha Indian family, the people introduce the 

newborn by declaring:  
 
“Into your midst has come a new life.  Consent ye, we implore! Make its path smooth, that it may 

reach the brow of the first hill. Ye birds, great and small, that fly through the air.  Ye animals, 
great and small, that dwell in the forest.  Ye insects that creep among the grasses and burrow in 

the ground, I bid ye all to hear me.  Consent ye all, we implore! Make its path smooth. Then shall 
it travel beyond the four hills.”3 

 
The Omaha people are introducing their child to all beings of nature as all beings of nature will 
present themselves to the child. 
 
 Take another example from the Hindu tradition: “They believe that every entity and organism 

is a part of one large extended family system presided over by the eternal Mother Earth. It is 
she who supports us with her abundant endowments and riches; it is she who nourishes us; it 
is she who provides us with a sustainable environment; and it is she who, when angered by 
the misdeeds of her children, punishes them with disasters:  

 
O Mother Earth! Sacred are thy hills, snowy mountains, and deep forests. Be kind to us and 

bestow upon us happiness. May you be fertile, arable, and nourisher of all. May you continue 
supporting people of all races and nations.  May you protect us from your anger (natural 

disasters).  And may no one exploit and subjugate your children.”4  
 

 Another example comes from the traditions of the Aborigines.  “When the Aboriginal child 
learns to share, he or she is given food and then invited to give it back; social obligations are 
pointed out and possessiveness gently discouraged, as in the following lullaby:” 

                                                
3 Thomas Berry, The Great Work, p.14. 
4 Mary Graham, “Some Thoughts about the Philosophical Underpinnings of Aboriginal 
Worldviews,” in Richard C. Foltz, ed. Worldviews, Religion and the Environment (University of 
Florida, 2003), p. 123.  
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Give to me, Baby, 
Give to her, Baby, 

 Give to him, Baby, 
Give to one, Baby, 
Give to all, Baby.5 

 
 If we look at the Chinese tradition of the Great Transformation, a linkage will always be 

found between any pair of things in the universe.  There is a continuing flow of energy, Qi, in 
all beings that creates a sense of wholeness.6  

 
 Or we can look at the Taoist tradition where their goal is to harmonize with nature rather than 

try to control it.   
 
 A final example of human empathy with nature comes from China in the words of Chang 

Tsai (Western Inscription): “Heaven is my father and Earth Is my mother, and even such a 
small creature as I find an intimate place in their midst.  Therefore that which fills the 
universe I regard as my body and that which directs the universe I consider as my nature.  All 
people are my brothers and sisters, and all things are my companion.”7 
 

 
Looking to the Future 
 
     Looking to the future in our culture, I wonder if my son will grow up and never see an old 
growth forest because there are none left? An old growth forest holds a sense of mystery and 
majesty and awe.  If we continue to clear-cut and destroy these trees, children of the future will 
never know a tree over 20 years old.  If we continue to pollute our oceans the way we are, we 
could come to a time where our future children cannot swim in them, or experience the animals of 
the oceans.  I can barely fathom the fact that our future children may never see a bald eagle, or a 
red wolf, or hundreds of other endangered species.  There are some animals that no one will ever 
see again that are completely extinct.  “Each year approximately ten thousand species disappear 
forever.”8  How can we accept that we have terminated a species of beings?  We would never be 
able to imagine our friends or family going extinct.  The minute we found that our actions were 
affecting our human peers, we would change them.  If a certain race of humans were to go extinct 
due to human behavior it would be considered murder or genocide.   

 
     If people who are Earth conscious do not reproduce children and raise them in a tradition of 
care for the Earth, are we leaving our future to be pillaged by ignorance?  Not everyone cares for 
the environment, but if those who do care choose not to have children, where will the future 
caretakers of the Earth come from?  I’m not saying that everyone should reproduce.  Our earth is 
polluted and overpopulated.  However, I feel a responsibility to raise a child in a home that 
embodies the values of earth consciousness.  By doing so, I feel that I am participating in a future 
of hope.  My son, for his part, will be free to think for himself and create his own future, one I’m 
sure I can hardly imagine.  But it is my hope that his childhood experiences of deep connection 
with the Earth will lay the foundation for a caring future. 

                                                
5 Graham, p. 93. 
6 Tu Weiming, “The Continuity of Being:  Chinese Visions of Nature,” in Foltz, p. 211. 
7 ibid, p. 213 
8 Thomas Berry, Dream of the Earth, p 36. 
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     I know that if I did not have children I could use my intelligence and influence through 
teaching.  However I struggled with this when I taught children.  I always felt there was only so 
much I could teach a child who is going to go home to parents who do not care about the 
environment.  I felt that the couple of days I introduced young people to experiencing nature 
didn’t compare to the influence their home family had on them.  It was very frustrating because I 
felt helpless, that my teachings were only going to go so far.  But now, having my own son, I 
know I can support what his teachers teach him and stress the importance of nature in his home 
environment. 
 
     Why have children if you plan on sending them into a world with no future?  If one chooses to 
reproduce, it is their responsibility as a parent to ensure the future of their child, and this includes 
ensuring the wellbeing of the Earth.  It is our responsibility as parents to care for the Earth that is 
our children’s home.  If we do not take care of our Earth, and we do not raise our children to be 
stewards of the Earth, there will be no friendly Earth left for them to live in.  My hope is that 
parents may play their part in bringing up the next generation into a culture of care for the Earth.  
All in all, at the end of this paper and the continuing of our journey, I vow to raise my son to be 
environmentally conscious and imaginative so he might find his own way into a caring 
relationship with the Earth in the future. 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dominique Mitchell lives in Mills River, North Carolina, in the mountains outside of Asheville 
with her partner Joey and son Nico.  She grew up in South Jersey with two older sisters and 
lovely, insightful parents.  Her sister ventured off to NC for college, and she followed years later.  
She attended Elon University and graduated in 2007 with a BA in environmental studies.  To 
further her education she has been enrolled in the NC environmental education certification 
program. She then moved to the mountains and worked at Earthshine Mountain Lodge as an 
outdoor educator.  Since then, she has given birth to Nico Suri Bedrosian on December 10, 2009.  
She now is home raising her son.  
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Marks on the Page and Steps Along the Path: 
Nature Art and Reflections 

by 

Annie Nashold 

 
“A child said. What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands; how could I answer the child? 

I do not know what it is any more than he.” 
                     ~ Walt Whitman 
 
The Practice 
The journey invites the path 
I intend to find silence more 
I intend to be present, to notice, to reflect, to be open, to follow, to enter in 
As I experience nature with children I intend to write and draw as a deeper knowing emerges 
 
     The path of my practice unfolded in several ways. I became inspired by the idea of creating an 
opportunity for children to express themselves creatively by using natural objects as materials. 
The nature art project was born and creations were made in the woods from the heart of the inner 
child. Marks on the page took the form of a journal with drawings and reflections on my time 
with children in nature. Silence, meditation, and presence supported both of these practices and 
led to a deeper knowing.   
 
Nature Art Project 
     Something exciting happened at our young naturalist camp this last summer. Campers were 
inspired by the work of Andy Goldsworthy and created nature art at Duke Gardens. On a wooded 
site behind the Blomquist Garden of Native Plants, campers worked collaboratively during their 
week of summer camp to produce art installations made from found natural objects on site. 
 
     The project began in the classroom where several books of Goldsworthy’s work were 
available for inspiration. Each morning campers did nature design studies in the classroom on 
black felt using collections of natural objects. Stones, seedpods, shells, and wood were used to 
create mandalas. 
   
    Later in the morning campers went out to the wooded site. On the first day the site was 
explored and a group meditation was conducted on a moss outcrop. Campers were asked to focus 
on a place in nature that had special meaning to them and then to visualize the elements in this 
natural place that spoke strongly to them.  
 
    As the week progressed ideas were brought forward and voted on. Materials were gathered on 
site and groups of campers worked together to create bridges, magnolia leaf pathways, shelters of 
wood and bamboo, moss structures, and pine cone sculptures. 
 
    Every day this became one of the campers’ favorite activities and all were eager to go work in 
the ‘wild woods’. Debates erupted around project ideas and use of materials. Collaboration and 
compromise were the order of the day. At the end of the week the installations were presented to 
interested parents.  The works were then dismantled and returned to the earth.  



 26 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 27 

Reflections 
 
 
1.  
Wind and trees touching each other 
Calm cradled by the other 
Moving, swaying, rustling 
I wonder if they know each other 
 
2.  
Cars traveling on roads in the distance, birds far away chatting 
Solo, twittering sounds 
No squirrels 
Little green tree chair, softens my back 
Large heron overhead 
Leaves still asleep, curled in buds 
Bed of moss welcoming sweet dreams 
 
3 
Walking around the lake, on a moss path 
Lots of mushrooms and wet leaves under silent feet 
Seated with maples, hickory, oaks, and pines 
The wind playing music with the trees 
Don’t resist, make room, share earth space, grow toward the light 
 
4. 
Water cascading, birds chirping, air crisp 
The wind brushes my checks, cooling my bones 
Dappled light through tall trees, a bench to rest  
Pin Oak leaves carpeting the ground with soft spears 
 
5. 
Mosaic leaves on brick 
Overlapping 
Whispering color and shape 
 
6. 
Sharp air, crisp against skin 
Blue sky, bright, lit from heaven 
 
7. 
Walking on earth trails, crunchy underfoot 
The forest speaks 
Late afternoon light of brilliant colors 
Golden yellow, scarlet red, quiet brown in open canopy 
Alligator skin climbing tall pines 
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8. 
Out the window rain falling 
Leaves dripping beads of pearled light 
Sky covers grey blanket 
 
9. 
Rain falling 
Standing under tall trees 
Silent creatures finding cozy comfort 
Water drops singing as leaves catch the fall 
 
10. 
Snow falling 
Large white flakes 
Falling quietly 
 
11. 
Cold, windy day 
Blue sky with high white clouds 
Leaves blowing around as the air moves 
 
12.  
Dark night 
Crescent moon 
Through tree webs 
 
13. 
Birds chirping 
Feeding, swooping, and feeding 
Talking to each other 
 
14. 
Rainy morning 
Wet dog smells like the earth 
 
15. 
Another grey rainy day 
Air feels cool and crisp on my cheeks 
Tree skeletons with wet clear jewel drops 
Creeks full and rustling over stones 
 
16. 
Fast moving grey clouds 
Wind knocking trees around 
Dancing together  
Warm air and damp ground 
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17. 
Bright sun glittering off green leaves 
Cold air and big blue sky 
 
18. 
Cold greyness 
Punctuated with bright red berries dotting branches 
Soft green moss cushions in cracks beneath my feet 
 
19. 
The great blue heron 
Poked his head up  
As I passed the pond 
Belly full 
 
20. 
Dawn, quiet dark 
Soft light before the sun 
Trees appearing as webs of black 
Bird songs begin 
Squirrels are still asleep surrounded by bundles of leaves 
 
21. 
Cedar Wax Wings fly in flocks 
A crowd drinking at the basin 
Many flying and chattering all around 
Yellow tipped tales, flashes of red 
Elegant curved tufted hat tops 
 
22. 
Big sky ahead brushed with ocean deep blue 
Large swaths of black clouds painted across  
Soft cotton color, pink and orange dyed marks 
The sun is going to sleep 
 
23. 
Cold blue winter sky streaked with yellow and white descending light 
A distant child shrieks at play, after a day of school 
The birds are finishing their day still singing 
Busy finding morsels to warm against the cold, dark night 
 
26. 
Rain 
Wet day, all is quiet except drops from clouds 
Animals are unseen in the wet 
 
27. 
A red ribbon on the horizon with dark sky above 
A crescent moon faces upward ready to catch a falling star 
One bright star beams its planet message to earth 
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28. 
Warm bright sun 
Sitting by the water high up in the trees 
Wind shaking paper Beech leaves 
Moving in ripples across water below 
Flat surface broken by moving air 
 
 
29. 
Cool sunny spring day 
Blossoms everywhere 
Standing under a Japanese Maple 
Red cut lace overhead 
 
30. 
All bundled up and off to feed the ducks in the rain. Crossing a wet lawn and down a gravel path 
papered with wet leaves, colors shining up at us. Two three-year-old boys excited beyond control 
anticipating a duck encounter slip and fall, one cries, the other spread flat bounces back giggling.  
 
“Where are the ducks?” someone asks. In the water is the chorus call. “Will they be hungry 
today? We’ll see.”   
 
The rain has filled the lake so the beach is almost gone but we find a place for ten little bodies, 
packets of cracked corn in each little hand. The ducks know the drill, they are hungry. Some 
throw handfuls out into the water, and some dribble - right at the water’s edge. One redhead 
stands close and makes a little pile right in front of my toes. She has noticed one goose who 
comes right to her for more. She likes watching the creature nibble at my feet. 
 
Some children hoard their supply throwing one piece at a time in the hopes of extending our duck 
gathering. The ducks move with ease, around and through gobbling hard yellow corn.  All the 
food goes . . . the ducks wait, poised, wishing for more. Children look at empty hands wishing for 
more. Watching, what will they do next? “Bye ducks” we all chime together, quack, quack, come 
back the ducks say . . . 
    
31. 
Out in the gardens with 16 special needs children, seeing their eager faces reminds me that 
excitement and wonder exists for all of humanity. Traveling down paths finding colors, flower 
shapes, listening to the wind together. Look, look, look everything is new. A silent boy walks 
right beside me . . . he is following my every step. Singing, humming, then repeating everything I 
say, intent on matching every step I take. I must be careful how I go. 
 
Lucy is our trailblazer, always a few steps ahead with calm power. One very small boy raises his 
hand every time. Speaking softly I get very close to listen, he seems eager to say something 
yearning to be heard.  
 
We stop to feel fuzzy leaves and to smell yellow roses. We find a sundial and big boy tells us 
about the sun moving across the sky and the shadows we must look for. This wows his teachers, 
we all look up. There are many teachers with this group - kind, quiet, gentle young women 
guiding with kind attention. 
 



 31 

Courageously giving these children a chance at life through their presence. Wanting them to see 
beauty in the world. They notice creatures in the water, the many flowers, the tall trees, we sit on 
the bank of a big lake and they are quiet. In front of us two swans glide by, a great blue heron is 
fishing, and turtles poke their heads out of the water.  
 
We see it all together sharing the moment. As we sit our behinds are getting wet but we don’t 
care. ‘Let’s go see if the ducks are hungry’ I say. A dark haired girl named Annie takes my hand, 
‘Feed Ducks’ she says. Her feet struggle to find sure steps, her smile beams and her eyes glitter.  
 
The ducks are hungry today. Child meets animal, we climb a hill and say good-bye, claps, hugs, 
and smiles all around.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Annie Nashold has been working with children of all ages for 17 years at Sarah P. Duke 
Gardens. As founder and creator of “Into The Garden,” Annie has sought to provide opportunities 
for children to experience the natural world, to feel connected to all living things, and to fall in 
love with the beauty around them. She has been motivated by her own ‘inner child’, and her 
creative spirit.  Always remembering Buddha's words "The earth is my witness".    



 32 

Nature World 
 

by 

 
Chris Nunez 

 
  
 
 
 
     As a teacher of fourth grade children, I’m often dismayed by the lack of time my students 
spend outdoors.  They rarely tell stories in the classroom about climbing trees or exploring the 
woods, yet they can describe in great detail the latest video game or television show.  Because I 
spent a good deal of my childhood outside, I wanted to share my appreciation for nature with my 
students.  I also wanted the students to understand the spirituality of the natural world.  I believe 
that in order to develop a reverence for God’s creation, one must first establish a relationship with 
nature.   
 
     At the beginning of the school year, I took the children out to our front lawn, which has a 
variety of trees growing on it.  I told them to pick out a tree and adopt it.  This tree then became 
“their” tree for the year.  They were not sure what to do at first, but armed with their writing 
journals, they sat down to describe their tree.  They wrote about how it looked and other 
interesting details they observed.  The students described the leaves and the bark but also noticed 
small bugs crawling around the trunk and even holes that might be animal homes. 
 
     About every three to four weeks the students visited their trees and took notes.  It didn’t take 
long before they asked on a regular basis to go outside to see their trees.  We passed by the lawn 
on the way to other classes and they talked about their trees and how they were changing.  The 
children often named their trees because they had such a connection to them.  They picked up 
leaves and pressed them in their journals.  This lawn became their natural world and they were 
very protective of it.  The minute they set foot out the door, they were running to their trees to see 
what had happened.  Cries of “Look at this” and “Come see what I found” filled the air as the 
children connected and reconnected to their trees. 
 
     In addition to adopting a tree, this year I started a new practice of working on some of our 
creative writing outside.  When the children heard this, they were excited to be going outside, but 
less than thrilled that they had to work on their writing skills.  As soon as their feet touched that 
familiar grass, they headed to their trees, without any instruction that they had to sit and write in a 
particular place.  The comfort and connection they felt to their special tree called them to sit and 
after a few minutes, peacefulness would descend upon the group as they started to write. 
 
     I repeated this practice a number of times and each time, the students were able to sit and 
write, expressing their disappointment when I told them time was up.  I did give them broad 
topics to write about at first, but after a while, they grew more comfortable writing about their 
thoughts and feelings. When we returned to class, they transferred their writing from their 
journals to another paper and then illustrated their work.  We will be putting all their writings 
together at the end of the year in a personal “Nature Journal” so they can take it home and share it 
with their families. 
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     I made some interesting observations when the students were writing outside.  They were able 
to sit and focus for longer periods than when writing in the classroom.  Many of my active boys 
were quite calm when writing outside and only one person had a hard time writing in the journal.  
They were also very proud of their work and would come and show me, and their friends, what 
they’d been working on, something they didn’t often do inside.  One student told me that it was 
“easier to think outside.”  Another student wrote that “feeling the breeze and seeing the birds and 
trees makes me feel good.  I am calm and I can think clearly.”  “When you are outside, your mind 
takes you on a wild trip of imagination” is how another child described our nature time. 
   
     What impressed me most was how spiritual a lot of the writing was.  Very often, the children 
wrote about God or how happy they were being outside.  One boy wrote, “Whenever I am outside 
I know that God is all around me.”  Another student wrote and illustrated his thought, “I am so 
happy that God made the world green.”  Even at this young age, the children have an 
understanding of that connection between the spirit and our natural world.   
 
     I did ask the children to sit and think about a favorite “outside” place.  They had to picture it in 
their mind and then write about it.  Again, I was amazed by their writing.  One of the students 
included this in his writings, “I can see God when I am by the river.  I can hear God when I listen 
to the cold rushing water splashing by me.  I can feel God when the cool mist splashes in my face.  
When I am near this, I know God.”  
 
     I can honestly say that I don’t think this kind of writing would have been demonstrated by my 
students if they hadn’t been given the chance to spend some time on the lawn, by their trees.  
They were able to connect with nature and connect with the spirit of God’s creation.  I hope that 
they take this experience with them and remember how they felt about their time in nature and 
with their trees.  One writer expressed it this way, “The bright green leaves, the diamond shape 
pattern on the trunk.  The long branches that move in the wind as if they were the limbs of God.  
The tallness of the tree almost reaches to heaven.  God is in my tree.”  By providing them the 
time to spend outside thinking and writing, I know the children were able to develop a 
relationship with the natural world and I am encouraged that they will take this appreciation with 
them as they grow older.  And I will hold on to the note that one child handed me that read, 
“Thank you for giving us time with our trees.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chris Nunez is a fourth grade teacher in Greensboro, North Carolina.  She teaches at Our Lady 
of Grace School, a Catholic school set in an urban area.  Chris grew up in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota and spent part of every summer at her grandparents’ cottage on a lake in northern 
Minnesota.  She moved to Greensboro and raised four children, spending many years as a scout 
leader and school volunteer.  After all her work with children and education, Chris went back to 
school to get her teaching license and has been an elementary school teacher for four years.  
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One Breath at a Time 
 

by 
 

Renee Owen 
 

 
     When I first joined the Inner Life program I wasn’t at all sure what I was going to get out of it.  
At the time, I was mourning the loss of my previous life - homesteading in Colorado, where my 
existence was intricately connected with the cycles of nature.  For fifteen years, my children 
could walk out of our house and roam through miles of wilderness in any direction.  I also loved 
my work in that remote country - I was the founder and director of a tiny, rural alternative charter 
school in the high desert of Southwestern Colorado.  It was a strange decision to leave our life 
there behind, but my family decided it was time to expose our three children to more 
opportunities.   I was thrilled to accept the position of executive director at Rainbow Mountain 
Children’s School in Asheville, NC, but I new it would be a big transition.   
 
     Now we live in the city.  My son is afraid to walk beyond our .16 acre yard, into the “wilds” of 
the city – cars with darkened windows emanating deep rhythmical vibrations, young men coming 
out of BJ’s Food Mart holding a soda in one hand and holding up their pants with the other; the 
large, hunched-over man outside of Gas-Up trolling for change; and the occasional young woman 
hanging around the corner near the Haywood Bus Stop.  How was I going to develop a deeper 
relationship with nature in this environment?  
 
     My whole family was having a hard time adjusting to life in the city, but I loved my new job.  
As the executive director of Rainbow Mountain Children’s School - a school that deeply values 
the importance of children’s relationship with nature - I was hoping to gain some curriculum 
ideas from the Inner Life Program.  I feel passionately that education is the key to raising a new 
generation of humans who will know how to exist with Earth, rather than plunder it - a generation 
of humans who will live peacefully with other humans and with all of Life.  I knew the Inner Life 
Program shared these ideals.  However, I didn’t have expectations that the program would 
strengthen my own personal connection with nature. The first few times we met at Timberlake 
Farm, I was grateful for the respite from the city, but instead of feeling I had gained a deeper 
inner life that I could sustain, I was regretting having to return back to Asheville. 
 
 
“There were birds all around, and I never heard them singing….” 1 
 
     For the first time in years, I began keeping a journal.  We were given specific “assignments” to 
journal about particular experiences with the natural world in our everyday life.  For example, we 
were asked to pay close attention to dawn and to dusk and to write about it.  Eventually, through 
these exercises, I became more aware of the nature that did exist in the city.  I was starting to 
develop relationships with the cardinal who visited my yard every day and the spreading beech 
tree that gently watched over the neighborhood.   Although I still pined for the all-encompassing 
sensation of having nature pulsing all around me, I was learning to appreciate the small natural 
experiences in my new life. 

                                                
1 The Beatles, “Till There Was You.” 
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     Then we entered the second year of the program.  Instead of traveling to Timberlake, we were 
to develop a personal practice to use throughout the year at our own location.  My goal was 
simply to breathe.  It felt like I had been holding my breath for two years – ever since moving.  I 
was ready to exhale.  I had been enjoying life but I wasn’t one with it. I was simply trying to keep 
up with fast-paced life, hanging on by my fingernails.  Plus, it had been years since I had 
maintained a regular, daily spiritual practice. “To breathe” as a goal, may sound simple, but it led 
to one of the great transformations in my life.   
 

Breathing is the seed of my practice 
 
When I breathe fully, deeply, consciously, spiritually, physically  

into the depths of my body… 
No matter how distracted I am  
No matter how many responsibilities burden me 
No matter how full my vessel is… 
I become wise, capable  
able to focus on one thing at a time. 
 
The breath of life opens my senses 
The breath of life shows me how to listen 
I will listen to people, especially children, and what they really have to say 
 I will listen to all living things 
 I will listen to God. 
 
I am in communion with subjects when I breathe 
I notice what is sacred when I notice my breath  
I am grateful for life 
 
For my practice I will breathe the breath of life. 

 
This year has afforded me the opportunity for self-reflection on a level I had not previously 
known.  It has given me a new insight into the question, “What is my purpose in life?”   
 
      “What do you do?” a new acquaintance will undoubtedly ask.  In response, one typically 
describes her occupation.  In my case, my occupation is far more than a job.  I consider myself 
extremely fortunate to have meaningful work.  It’s the most important career one can have - 
raising and educating children. I am fortunate to work at a school that is aligned with my own 
beliefs about education.  Rainbow Mountain’s philosophy is holistic.  We believe that other 
intelligences, such as emotional, moral, physical, and natural, are just as important as academic 
training.  It’s a program that is from the heart and for the heart.  However, in my case, it is a little 
more complicated than that, because I am not a classroom teacher.  As the leader of a school, I 
have a multitude of tasks and responsibilities that can take my attention far away from the 
children.  In fact, I spend most of my time interacting with adults.  I’m creating the container - the 
environment - that makes it possible for heart-centered education to take place.  It is my job to 
manage all the business and logistical tasks.  The business (or busy-ness) of my work often 
doesn’t feel very heart centered, but the administrative work has to be accomplished so that the 
teachers can stay focused on their important work without snags, lack of necessities, or extra 
tasks getting in their way.  If I’m doing my job well everything runs so seamlessly that no one 
notices how hard it is.  One of the ironies of my work is that although I am the most “public” 
person at the school, a lot of my work, along with the rest of the administration, is very much 
behind the scenes. 
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     This past year, my morning breathing helped me to pause enough to examine the role of 
leadership more closely, and specifically myself as a leader – the challenges, lessons, and 
personal growth it affords me.  I have been blessed with many other synchronous learning 
opportunities and experiences over the last year.  For example, I attended an Awakening the 
Dreamer Symposium this fall and I also began attending a Waldorf Foundations Course, which 
offered a multitude of meditation exercises and readings to develop self-awareness and an 
awareness of the spiritual world.  As I engaged in meditation and conscious breathing on a daily 
basis, I began to reflect on my daily activities and my life in retrospect.  Here is what I 
discovered.   I’m certain I have learned more than the students.  
 
Some of us need to discover that we will not begin to live more fully until we have the courage to 
do and see and taste and experience much less than usual . . . The very act of resting is the 
hardest and most courageous act he can perform.2  ~ Thomas Merton 
 
The Conversion of a Type A 
 
     In my 20’s and 30’s I thought that a sharp mind, creativity, and sheer hard work were the 
ingredients to successful management:  The more I multi-tasked, the more skilled I was.  With the 
onset of my forties, that changed.  Wisdom, focus, and kindness are the traits I most value.  As I 
got older, the rapidity with which my mind would flit from one thought to another was becoming 
more apparent.  Of course part of this is because of responsibilities multiplying at a quantum rate 
and life speeding up, but I also noticed that my memory wasn’t as sharp as it used to be.  To 
compensate, I would try even harder to do several things at once.  For example, I would open an 
email, and instead of taking the time to respond to it at that moment, I would leave it open and 
come back to it later.  That way I wouldn’t forget that I had to respond, but I could then start a 
second task, and a third...  As a result of this pattern, I would have literally more than a dozen 
things happening at one time.  I was operating in a state of urgency and stress, so that by 
lunchtime I’d have so much adrenaline zipping through my body that it would be hard to take a 
break to eat.  With all of my alarm systems in operation, my brain would be saying, “You can’t 
stop to eat!  There is too much to do!  And it’s all so important!  If you don’t get it done, all could 
be lost! Opportunities for the children!  Your reputation!  The school’s reputation!  (Type A’s 
have a constant fear that they will be revealed as incompetent and lose all credibility.  The fear 
keeps one constantly running from one appointment to another – trying desperately to keep up 
with every detail.) 
 
     The problem with this scenario is that, besides shortening my life span, it isn’t at all efficient.  
When our brain is operating from a fight or flight mode, it doesn’t think clearly.  As Margaret 
Heath, a member of the faculty in my Waldorf Foundation’s course, describes it:  “Our body is 
both stepping on the gas and the brake at the same time.”  Creativity is compromised, along with 
the ability to solve problems creatively.  In this state, I can’t see the big picture.  When 
perspective, or gestalt, is lost, the details of each day obscure the meaning of life. 
 
     Thankfully, I can regain perspective by breathing.  By committing to my breathing practice, I 
have gained the courage to rest.  Whenever I think of it, I simply notice my breath.  Sometimes 
it’s like playing “freeze dance,” a game our students love, where children dance to music and, at 
random points, the music cuts off - everyone freezes and notices their body position.  I’ll 
suddenly become aware of my breath – “Is it shallow?”  Often, I realize that I am practically 
holding my breath.  I might also notice that I am holding my body in a tense manner.   
 
                                                
2 Thomas Merton, No Man is an Island (The Trustees of Merton Legacy Trust, 1983), p. 121. 
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A Return to the Heart 
 
     In order to regain breathing, I engage in “heart breathing” - something I learned about through 
the important work of HeartMath.  HeartMath is an institute that is on a mission to prove 
scientifically, through a new field called neuro-cardiology, the concrete truths behind what the 
natural healers, mystics, and great spiritual teachers of the past knew about the heart/mind/body 
connection.  When one is operating in a heart-centered manner, everything is entrained.  The 
heart, mind, and body are all in alignment.  HeartMath calls this coherence – when all systems 
line up.  The word “coherence” is appropriate, for when we are coherent we can think most 
clearly, because our fight or flight mechanism is not in the way.  This can be detected by physical 
systems, such as the pulse.  HeartMath has developed a number of tools to help people detect and, 
therefore, train themselves to gain a state of coherence, but the basic technique is simple.  I think 
about something I am grateful for and bask in that feeling, while imagining my breath as coming 
in and out of my heart, and my good intentions radiating outward. 
 
     Another one of the concepts that HeartMath has proven is that of energy fields.  Everything 
living has an energy field that emanates from it.  Each human has his own energy field.  Like the 
Earth, we have magnetic poles, and our energy field radiates out from us in electro-magnetic 
loops that vortex at each pole.  These loops of electromagnetic energy aren’t just a concept—they 
aren’t just “vibes.”  They are visible through technological devices.  At the center of our energy 
field is the heart.   
 
     This evidence creates a huge conceptual and spiritual paradigm shift.  For hundreds of years, 
Western civilization has been operating under the assumption that the brain is the central 
command force of the human.  Prior to the 1500’s humans lived through the soul.  The spiritual 
world was nearby.  When Copernicus proved that the Earth rotated around the sun, everything 
changed.  Humans could no longer depend on their natural experiences to be True, they began to 
rely on science for answers.  Eventually, during the age of the Enlightenment, rationality reigned.    
As a civilization, we made incredible advancements thanks to scientific thinking. The anatomy of 
the human was explored, and it was determined that the brain was the center of human function.  
The brain sent out signals to the rest of the body, telling it what to do.  After all, it was the 
human’s brain that set humans apart from animals.  The ability to rationalize and to plan – what 
we call “executive function.” 
 
     It was science that brought us into the epoch of the brain, and now, it is another scientific 
discovery that is transitioning us into a heart-centered era.  We are learning that the heart, not the 
brain, is the command center of the human.  It provides the rhythm of the body.  All the blood of 
the body circulates through it, sending out information and receiving information from every area 
of the body constantly.  We also know now that the heart sends out a balancing hormone in the 
body.  Most convincing is the finding that the heart contains neurons and connects directly to the 
brain.   The heart and the brain send signals back and forth.  When the heart is in command, the 
whole person is coherent, but when the brain takes control, we actually become less functional.   
Why?  Because the brain operates on emotional memory and gets “stuck” on old patterns.  
Douglas Gerwin, another Waldorf Foundation faculty member, says, “The brain can’t actually 
create new thoughts, only repeat and perfect them.”  It is from the heart that ideas spring forth.  
The hearts takes in emotional, social, and spiritual information and guides the human wisely.  The 
brain is, indeed, an amazing tool, but it functions best when it is guided by the heart. 
 
     Just as the brain has dominated the heart for the last four hundred or so years, so has human 
civilization dominated the Earth.  Looking back at the Middle Ages, I appreciate how people 
were more spiritual and heart-based.  The world was still mystical.  Of course, we “progressed” 
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for good reason – there was much misery, violence and suffering in the previous era  – but I sense 
that our soul was sacrificed when we became brain-dominant.  I am not proposing we regress.  
Many people believe that a new era is dawning that combines the scientific knowledge we have 
gained with a heart-centered approach.  This is evolution.  It is my belief that when we gain 
harmony with the heart, we will also gain harmony with all things living; when we become 
coherent within our own individual selves, we will become coherent with all of life.  It is my hope 
that we can establish this balance before we perish. 
 
     This new era that I speak of – let’s call it the Heart-Centered Era –may sound idealistic, 
fantastical, or far-off, but it is evident in many strands of contemporary life.  Concepts that were 
once considered marginal or radical are becoming mainstream – such as caring for the Earth 
through recycling and the local food movement.  Yoga and meditation are becoming accepted 
even in conservative households.  Alternative medicine, such as acupuncture, which taps into the 
energy systems of the body and soul, is increasingly being covered by insurance companies and 
embraced by people who were previously skeptical.   
 
     On a spiritual level, people are moving beyond the religion of their sect and learning to accept 
the values and beliefs of other cultures and religions, seeing where they are in alignment.  A new 
cosmology is emerging that incorporates the evolution of time and demonstrates the inherent 
oneness of all creation.  The dominance of the individual and individualism is being balanced by 
communal values.  This is evident in the surge of interest in Buddhism, for example.  As a 
Japanese Buddhist monk put it so eloquently,  “The individual is an illusion.  We are all 
connected to everything.”3  
 
     All these ideas and movements combined point to a turning.  People are beginning to 
recognize that those who want to save the whales, feed the hungry, and savor the soul are all 
working toward the same ends even if they are in different organizations.  No one movement is 
the answer.  All is part of the evolution into a heart-centered era.  The Bioneers, an organization 
that brings together leaders in multiple disciplines, estimates there are over two million such 
organizations in the world.4  These organizations may not know about one another or cooperate 
together, but the entrance into a new era doesn’t have to be a unified “movement,” because it is 
moving us.  It may be less dramatic than our entrance into the Enlightenment era, which 
culminated with violent revolutions, but I believe it is happening, nonetheless.  It is happening in 
our hearts. 
 
Heart-Centered Education 
 
     Consider the implications of the entrance into a heart-centered era on education.  Our current 
educational system was developed at the height of the rational age.  It was almost solely created 
to impart knowledge to children.  As the world has sped up and become much more complex, our 
educational system has lagged.  It tries to keep up by constantly adding to the curriculum – 
adding things like bullying education, sex ed, drug prevention, and a host of other affective skills 
(at the margins of what is important), while at the same time proponents of the “old” system are 
using political devices to ramp up the brain-centered approach.  But it isn’t working.  Kids are no 
longer able to endure sitting and using their brains all day without engaging their spirit.  This 
system has developed a multitude of pathologies – some of which have names, such as ADHD, 
but all of which point to a disease of the human spirit. 

                                                
3 National Public Radio 
4 Paul Hawken (http://awakeningthedreamer.org/content/view/115/135/). 



 39 

 
     A school that lets the heart-centered era inform its education program looks, feels, and acts 
entirely differently than conventional, brain-centered education.  Its core values are entirely 
different.  First, cooperation, not competition, is the underlying cultural component.  Children 
work together and see each other as part of a whole.   
 
     In a heart-centered school, nature is alive. A tree, for instance, is not just a biological object 
with a Latin name, engaging in the process of photosynthesis.  It has a living soul.  It 
communicates with the human spirit every time we exchange air through inhaling and exhaling.  
A tree is no longer just a wooden material to be processed and bought and sold for profit; it has 
beauty and wisdom.  It participates in the cycles of life and is to be contemplated. 
 
     In a heart-centered school, there is much to learn from other cultures – past and present.  
Ceremonies, celebrations and rituals from various cultures recognize the cycles of life.  In 
particular, tribal people – remnants of the pre-enlightenment past  -- have much to offer.  In a 
sense, children are indigenous, so they easily relate to tribal cultures, along with all things 
mystical.  Without the intervention of civilization, they see the soul-world and don’t separate the 
magical from the factual.  Therefore, in a heart-centered school, languages of the spirit are heard.  
Dreams, fairy tales and mythology are meaningful.  
 
     Today, IQ may still be considered the measurement of raw, rote intelligence, but study after 
study has proven that social and emotional intelligence are better indicators of success and 
happiness in life.  In a heart-centered school, multiple intelligences are recognized and 
strengthened.  And, a heart-centered school goes further - spiritual intelligence is recognized and 
enriched.  Imagination, creativity and intuition are all vital.  The inspiration that can only come 
from outside the brain is allowed to inform the other aspects of a person.  The arts are integrated 
and essential to all types of learning.  It’s holistic.  Finally, in a heart-centered school, silence is 
treasured.  Not the kind that results from rigid control, but the type of silence that comes from 
contemplation. 
 
     The Waldorf Education movement has been operating with these tenets for decades.  While 
studying the writings of Rudolf Steiner this winter, I was greatly encouraged and felt validated to 
learn that in the Waldorf movement, thoughts and feelings are considered to be real.  They can be 
detected and felt, even though most people cannot see them with their vision.  As Steiner puts it 
“…feelings and thoughts react upon each other just as do physical objects in the physical world.”5  
 
     Let’s put this particular thought into the perspective of our new information about the heart.  
When the rhythms of the heart are being monitored, we can see that emotions have a dynamic 
effect – creating irregularity and incoherence.  Before we had scientific evidence of the electro-
magnetic field of the heart, we may have said a person who was angry had a bad “vibe,” or 
someone may say they have a darkened “aura” around that person.  Now, we have technological 
devices that can actually detect and create a picture of the disturbance in an angry person’s energy 
field.  (It’s important to note, that no one is recommending that negative feelings be denied.  
Equanimity doesn’t mean one never has disturbing emotions, but that each of us recognizes 
feelings such as anger, works through it, and can bring about coherence quickly.  Once one gains 
equanimity, individual evolution speeds up and so does cultural transformation.) 
 
 
 
                                                
5 Rudolf Steiner, Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and Its Attainment. 
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Personal Transformation 
 
     New eras don’t happen overnight – they are shifts that start out slowly.  Sociologists and 
spiritual leaders, who agree that a shift to a heart-centered era is underway, also agree that it is 
arriving by a change in consciousness one heart at a time.  Consider Lao Tzu’s words:  
 

If there is to be peace in the world, There must be peace in the nations.  
If there is to be peace in the nations, There must be peace in the cities.  
If there is to be peace in the cities, There must be peace between neighbors.  
If there is to be peace between neighbors, There must be peace in the home.  
If there is to be peace in the home, There must be peace in the heart.6 
 

As individuals seek out peace within their own hearts, a tipping point will occur, where heart-
centered consciousness is the norm. 
 
     Therefore, when each of us develops our individual consciousness, we are contributing to 
global consciousness.  As a social and political activist, I used to think I didn’t have time for 
extensive personal spiritual work.  It seemed selfish to spend, for example, 30 minutes a day 
meditating, when that time could be spent with my children, improving my school, or helping 
others.  Now I understand the truth. 
 
My Own Path Toward Consciousness 
 
     Japanese Buddhist monks work seven years on their own enlightenment before they are 
allowed to help others.  I wish I had had this luxury, this awareness, before I became an 
educational leader.  I was only thirty years old when I took my first executive director position of 
a school.  My school would have greatly benefited had I had the wisdom and equanimity that I 
have now after years of work.  However, I have no regrets.  My leadership positions have 
afforded me intense spiritual growth. 
 
     One of the most important aspects of spiritual maturity is developing self-knowledge – truly 
getting to know oneself.  It takes immense courage to face one’s ugly nature and just as much 
courage to accept what is wonderful about ourselves, and to let our “light shine.”  For me, I had to 
find a balance where I don’t experience utter despair over my mistakes (the tendency to self-flog), 
while also not becoming egotistical about successes.   
 
     It is human nature for people to observe leaders carefully and to make large assumptions based 
on slight details.  A leader’s personality is glaringly exaggerated – and in the public perception 
can quickly swing from ridiculously wonderful to impossibly evil, when a leader falls out of 
favor.  As a leader, I often sense heavy scrutiny.  Although everyone is not “looking” at me all the 
time, it often feels that way.  As the head of an organization, everyone is going to consider, at 
some point, how they feel about me as a leader and as a person.  If I behave in a single interaction 
that is interpreted by a parent as inconsiderate or rude (for instance if, instead of being present, I 
am thinking of other things I have to do) the consequences could be quite large.  This person may 
shrug it off, or they may dis-enroll their children from the school and tell other parents and/or 
prospective parents that our school is led by an inconsiderate director!  In my early years of 
leadership, this terrified me.   Instead of seeing this as an opportunity to become self-reflective, I 
would do the opposite.  I would act.  I was often trying to act the way I thought would not offend 

                                                
6 Lao Tzu (http://www.loveonearth.org/pages/peace.html). 
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people.  As a result, I’m sure I was appearing contrived, and lacking in sincerity in my 
interactions with people.  Self-knowledge was the solution to overcoming this nervousness.  
  
     Breathing…provides the time and space for introspection, and asking myself, “Am I being 
truly present for this person?”  Recently, I have discovered an exercise that really helps.  While 
meditating, I review the previous day with the perspective of a third person.  To see myself 
interacting with people from a different angle provides a unique introspection that helps me know 
if I was really feeling and acting natural in a situation, or if I was tense and anxious. Nowadays, 
how an interaction feels is much more important to me, and a better indicator of “right speech” 
and “being present” than what I actually said.  Heart-centered interactions simply feel right. 
 
     There are many clichés about leadership that I have come to understand.  “It’s lonely at the 
top” is one of them.  In public school it was common for rumors to spread about things I had said 
or done that were entirely fabricated.   I often felt persecuted.  This was an enormous spiritual 
test.  At first I would try to spread the correct information, but eventually I learned that incorrect 
information wasn’t the problem.  One rumor would just be replaced with another – to stop it was 
like chasing ghosts.  Acceptance was the only acceptable response, because it wasn’t a battle 
against people, it was a spiritual battle.  Surrender. To accept this situation requires highly 
developed self-confidence.  Unfortunately, many school leaders become bitter.  They separate 
themselves emotionally and act impervious.  When I am truly self-confident, I have the courage 
to accept that my feelings are hurt, but to not let the pain cripple me.  It’s a lonely feeling, but I 
can console myself.  Breathe.  By remembering to breathe the breath of all life, I feel that I can 
connect with people on a spiritual level, even if there is misunderstanding on a material level.  I 
end up feeling stronger and more compassionate.  Soon, I discovered that far worse than being 
misunderstood is feeling like I really did do something that went against my beliefs or the good of 
the organization.  If one does something unethical, or lacking in integrity, it’s never a good 
feeling, but as a leader, it burns into the soul.  The sense of guilt is so magnified and inescapable, 
that one quickly learns to avoid it.   
 
     Another cliché one hears a lot is “You can’t please all the people all the time.”  Of course this 
is true, but accepting it isn’t easy.  I’m here to serve, so I want people to be happy with the 
service. I want to please, but people are going to disagree with some of my decisions. The most 
difficult decisions come in times of scarcity.  When the pie isn’t large enough for everyone to 
have a piece, I’m the one who has to decide how to ration it out.  These are the types of decisions 
that aren’t going to seem fair to everyone.   Often, communication won’t be perfect. (It seldom 
is.)  And to further complicate things, I have to frequently make decisions based on information 
that is confidential, so I can’t fully share the rationale, compounding a feeling of loneliness.  
People can’t possibly know every facet and nuance behind each decision I make.  As a result, I, 
like any leader, receive criticism.  As human nature would have it, disparaging remarks are not 
usually made directly to me, so I hear them without being able to respond or “defend” myself.  
Ten years ago, such criticism crushed me emotionally.  I took it personally.   
 
     Although they are rare, there are exceptionally wise individuals who can suffer such abuse 
without taking it personally, but I had to learn from experience.  I simply got used to it!  I can’t 
imagine anyone being able to lead for very long if they can’t withstand criticism.  In just about 
any situation, there is going to be at least one individual who has a critical personality.  This is the 
person who really believes they are doing the organization a big favor by pointing out everything 
that isn’t perfect and everything they personally disagree with.  Now I am much more objective.  
It is my job to discern whether this person is so toxic that, no matter what their strengths are, they 
are too damaging to remain a part of the organization; or if they are simply to be tolerated.  
Usually, it’s the latter. 
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     Nowadays, my concern about criticism is very practical and oriented toward the good of the 
organization.  (It’s no longer about me.) I worry that such criticism will cost me credibility and 
trust, inhibiting my ability to effectively lead. Therefore, I have to have complete confidence that 
I am making decisions based on what I think is best for the organization, and not out of self 
interest or some other bias.  This provides strength in two ways.  First, it gives me faith that “All 
things work for the good of those who love God.”  There is a greater spirit who is working 
through me, and if I expect to control every outcome or perform to perfection, the spirit won’t be 
able to work its magic.  In other words, I may make a “mistake,” but for some divine reason, I can 
accept that it was meant to happen that way.  Second, this peace of mind gives me equanimity.  I 
can accept that I will make decisions and perform actions that later, in hindsight, I might view as 
a mistake.  As a leader, these actions often affect many people so it is tremendously difficult not 
to experience extreme regret and despair – to the point that it is disabling.  However, I have 
learned to distinguish between mistakes and wrongdoing.  As long as I was acting out of what I 
thought was in everyone’s best interest, I have to be forgiving and compassionate toward myself 
– otherwise, how can I expect to be compassionate and forgiving toward others? 
 
     As one of my Waldorf instructors, Margaret Heath, put it, “Humility is one’s greatest 
protection.”  This is a leader’s highest lesson – when you are publicly important, how do you not 
become self-important?  In my case, I learned by trial and error before finding balance (something 
I’ll always be working on!)  If I attribute too much of the success and failure of the organization 
to me personally, then I flip between arrogance and despair:  Arrogance when things are going 
well, and despair when they are not.  This is a perfect example of why having a personal spiritual 
practice is so critical to a leader.  I have to have equanimity, or I, along with the organization, 
swing from one extreme to the other.  A moody leader, one whose disposition is unpredictable 
and therefore whose decision-making is unpredictable, creates an atmosphere of uneasiness and 
lack of safety.  The answer lies in striking a balance between accepting responsibility without 
accepting all the blame for failure, while also accepting success with grace, dignity, and above 
all, gratitude for everyone who helped it happen. 
 
     It is possible to strike this balance when a leader can see the whole picture. Good leadership 
points to the vision and builds the container, rather than controlling the outcome or trying to 
control all the steps to achieving it.  Without this perspective, it’s easy to forget what is most 
essential.  It’s my job to define what is truly important and to hold that vision. The only way to do 
this is to be holistic.  To be able to see the whole, I have to see the organization as a living 
organism.  I have to see beyond the minutiae of the moment in order detect the cycles of life and 
predict the next phase.  Hard times descend on us, and I have to be able to see the light ahead.  
Easy times are enjoyable, but I have to be preparing for challenges. 
 
     To be able to see the WHOLE, I have to see each of its parts clearly.  When each of its parts is 
a reflection of the whole, the organization has integrity and points to its vision.  I hold more 
information than anyone about my organization.  I have to keep all of this detail in mind and use 
it to make decisions and take actions that I think are most beneficial to the whole.  A truly skilled 
leader isn’t just thinking of new ideas and manifesting them, but is able to recognize what doesn’t 
belong to the vision.  I have to understand what is essential and what is not.  What is sacred and 
what is profane.  What is alive and what is not.  What is real, and what contrived.  Once again, I 
had to learn to do this in my own life before I could do it at the organizational level.  When my 
personal life is out of balance, it’s no coincidence if I am losing perspective at work.  This is also 
an indicator of why a leader has to lead by example.  There is a Chinese proverb that reads, “One 
cannot teach peace, unless one has peace.”   
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     One thing I really appreciate about working at Rainbow Mountain is that I am allowed to lead 
by inspiration.  My leadership skills were greatly enhanced when I learned to trust my intuitive 
senses.  There is an identifiable (but indescribable) feeling I get when I am making the “right” 
decision.  At Rainbow, I am allowed the space and respect to make decisions in this way.  I don’t 
have to always provide scientific, quantifiable evidence for every decision, and since I have 
learned to breathe, I have also learned patience in decision-making.  Instead of rushing decisions, 
I wait for inspiration.  I wait for the answer to come from somewhere outside of me.  These are 
heart decisions, not brain decisions. 
 
     Finally, and perhaps, the most important lesson of all: I’ve developed the courage to rest.  
Without it, my capacity to fulfill my heart-centered obligations is weakened.  What’s most 
important isn’t how perfectly I complete every task, and it certainly isn’t my ability to complete 
every task; what’s important is the present – making sure each moment is heart-centered.  
Breathe. 
 
     These lessons are a part of one’s spiritual path in life no matter what one’s occupation is, but 
as an educational leader they are magnified. Being a leader is the ultimate opportunity to gain 
self-awareness, but the way we conduct our lives (including our thoughts) is just as important no 
matter what our station in life – it’s just more obvious as a leader.  For me, it’s been warp speed 
evolution. 
 
     So how do we prepare children to be leaders?  I have made the claim that Rainbow Mountain 
is raising children to lead us into a new heart-centered era.  How do we prepare them to lead?  By 
nurturing their inner life.  It’s good for children to have knowledge, but wisdom is far more 
important.  If only I had been raised in the manner that I am raising my own children along with 
the lessons they are learning at a heart-centered school, I would have been prepared for my first 
leadership position.  Educating children is a sacred mission.  The only way we can truly educate 
them is to educate ourselves. 
 
     Therefore, my ultimate purpose as a leader, no matter how many other people I am responsible 
for, is to know myself.  Self-realization is the pathway to consciousness.  Personal evolution of 
consciousness is the path to planetary consciousness.  By learning to breathe, by maintaining a 
personal spiritual practice, I am leading by example. 
 
Inner Nature 
 
     At the beginning of this essay I reflected on my sense of misplacement in the city after 
spending most of my life in the country, and my doubts that the Inner Life program would bring 
me closer to nature. 
 
     Living in nature was wonderful, and I miss it, but in a way, it was like living in exile.  I was 
shielded from the pain of city life – its lack of wilderness and the constant reminder of the 
wreckage human existence has wreaked upon the planet—but I wasn’t at peace with it.  Yes, one 
who resides in a natural setting is blessed, but true blessedness resides in one’s inner life.  Nature 
isn’t something outside of me that I have to drive to or go to.  True nature resides in one’s inner 
nature. 
 
     When I am in harmony with myself, I am in harmony with all things living.  Breathing in and 
out, I exchange air with plants.  I bloom and whither, cycling round and round.  Adapting.  
Evolving.  Oneness.  I share an existence and a relationship with all living things, no matter what 
my circumstances are.  
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     As I’ve learned over and over, the best lessons occur outside my comfort zone.  I am grateful 
for the challenges I have faced as a leader.  I am grateful for my inner life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Renee Owen currently lives in Asheville, North Carolina, with her husband, Scott, and three 
children, Mesa, Johanna, and Geronimo.  She is the executive director of Rainbow Mountain 
Children's School, a holistic independent school that serves children preschool through eighth 
grade.  Although the Owen family has happily adjusted to city life, they also own and manage 
Goodloves’ Friendly Farm, a small organic farm and intentional community in Brevard, just 
outside of Asheville.  The farm is Renee’s favorite place to breathe. 
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A Communion of Vibration 

by 

Amanda Ramsey 

 
 

     My Nature/Inner Life practice has become a process of developing relationships with various 
“beings” from nature through my spiritual practices of “sounding” and “moving”.  I believe that 
each of us has a primary sense through which we perceive the external world, and I believe that 
my primary sense is touch.  I “feel” my way through life.  I learn through experiencing - through 
creating tangible ways to absorb information. 
 
     As a primarily kinesthetic being, Movement is my language, my way of understanding - 
digesting, processing and absorbing my world.  It is my internal encyclopedia.  If I want to 
understand something, I invite the energy of that something into my body and allow it to express 
itself through movement.  For example, if I want to understand the difference between the 
meanings of the words “trust” and “faith”, I simply move with the intent of understanding the 
energy behind each of those words to more fully comprehend them by “feeling” how they effect 
me physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually.  This process leads me into places of deep 
“knowing” beyond what my mind can comprehend by simply reading information or by 
observing a phenomenon or through other alternative ways of perceiving stimuli. 
   
     And then there is Sound.  Sound is the medicine, the magic.  It feeds my soul and allows my 
spirit to soar.  Everything is vibration - energy in motion.  Every “thing” has a resonant 
frequency.  For me, sound is a tangible experience of vibration, and the sonic principles of 
resonance and entrainment lead me to discoveries of my own internal Truths.  I believe that the 
external world is a reflection of my internal world. By “listening/feeling” deeply to outer and 
inner rhythms and vibrations, by tuning into moments of harmony and resonance with another 
vibrational being, I am able to experience intimate connection and communion with the other 
through our “in-common” waves of energy and notice the reflections of my own Truth as 
revealed by the other.  Through continuing the process even further, by allowing myself to 
“entrain” with or match the resonant frequency of the other, I am able to experience union, a 
sense of “at-one-ness”, a blending with the other.  For a moment, I no longer feel a “separation” 
between my internal and external worlds.  If I then take that experience of unity and express what 
I “hear/feel” with my own voice, feeling the sound vibrations reverberating through my own body 
and throughout all its systems, I am able to anchor in the ”oneness” experience more deeply.  It 
becomes a part of me.  I become an expression of the blending of my inner and outer worlds.  I 
become the bridge, the in-between, and beyond that, a new unified field of potential. 
 
     By adapting these ways of “moving” and “sounding” into my Nature/Inner Life practice, I 
have been able to form deep meaningful relationships with individual “nature beings” and overall 
deepen my spiritual relationship with the natural world and heal the wounds of feeling “separate”.  
 
     So now when I approach a tree or rock or body of water, first I behold, next I listen deeply for 
the inner rhythms, the inaudible sounds, the vibrations, searching for those which resonate within 
me. Then I allow my own vibrations to “entrain” and blend with the other, and finally, I allow 
those vibrations to emerge from within me and express as sound or movement or some 
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combination of both. In this way I feel that I am able to get to know the nature being in a deep 
and meaningful way, and discover more of my own relationship and connection to that nature 
being. Through blending with that being, I am forever changed. Often what I thought I “knew” 
falls away, and my entire way of experiencing “what is” is almost unfathomable. I expose myself 
to beauty and wonder too great to fully experience and almost beyond expression. Sometimes, 
afterward, I will try to capture my experiences through writing or drawing in journal form, but 
just like trying to capture a dream upon waking, something always gets lost in the translation. The 
sounding/moving expressions feel more authentic to me, more immediate and less removed from 
the original experience . . .  
 
     When I first began to implement the practice, my original plan was to develop a relationship 
with a specific tree over time.  There is a beautiful Dogwood tree in my yard, and I have always 
felt a strong connection to it.  But during the winter months I was not able to spend as much time 
outside as I would have liked, so during the cold months of winter I found myself drawn to 
spending my “nature” time with a potted plant in my bedroom.  
 
     I enjoy plants very much, but potted plants have always been confusing for me.  Any living 
thing in a container, plant or animal, feels a little strange or foreign to me.  Even when the living 
thing is well cared for and the container is a healthy home, something seems unnatural about it.  I 
don’t like those visual barriers, those “separations”.  So with some discomfort, and a great deal of 
initial resistance, I began my on-going practice, my first attempt at developing an intimate inter-
species relationship, with this particular potted plant, with a desire to understand it better. 
 
     I inherited the care of this plant when I moved into this house two years ago.  It came with the 
house.  I don't know what it is - some sort of exotic “tree”, with a thin twisty trunk and one twisty 
branch with scruffy, spiky little growths all along them both.  The leaves are surprisingly large 
and flat with three points - rather like a dinosaur footprint. Once in a while, a tiny flower 
blossoms at the center of the upper cluster of leaves. The blossom has spiky, almost whimsical, 
fiery orange bulbs, reminding me of some of the “educational” toys I’ve seen designed in the 
eighties and nineties for infants and toddlers. 
 
     As I stated above, I had to push through some major resistance to connect with this plant.  It is 
about as foreign to me as a plant can be.  It might as well be from another planet.  And trying to 
relate to this strange rather tropical looking plant, all bright and bouncy and flamboyant in its 
awkwardness, juxtaposed against the stark white snowy background of winter with its leafless 
and lifeless trees, made the entire process feel even more ridiculous to me. 
 
     But I persisted through and beyond my resistance, and the plant and I became great 
companions through the chilling winter.  We had many weird and wonderful encounters, and I 
discovered a delightful new friend and wise and joyful teacher.  I came to realize through this 
mysterious being my own feelings of awkwardness and feeling out of place in this world - my 
feelings of wondering how I fit in, feeling like a stranger in my own life.  Through “being” with 
the tree, I relaxed into just being. I learned to surrender more fully into my own mystery.  I 
learned a deeper appreciation of my own unique qualities.  I came to recognize some of my own 
gifts and to strengthen them.  I gave myself permission to just be myself, and to express myself 
more authentically and without apology.  And through caring for the tree, trying to understand its 
needs for water and light and nourishment, I also began a more conscious practice of self-care. 
 
     Later, with the onset of spring, I took my practice outside.  I “played” with the Dogwood (and 
that continues to be a sweet romance.) I have danced and sung with a variety of plants and critters 
and rocks and waters. All of them are dear to me. Each of them has been a valuable teacher. Each 
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of them has a story worth telling.  All of them live within my heart.  Yet there is a special tender 
place for that strange wobbly little being that lives in a container in my room, that first caught my 
eye when I was floundering to initiate my practice, that reached out its broad leaves to teach me 
the importance of being transparent and how to absorb light, that showed me how to stand tall and 
proud even when feeling rather crooked and unsure, that daily flaunts its whimsical nature 
without reservation, that continues to watch me grow and change as I witness its cycles of growth 
and change.  Just as I began writing this, it sprung a new flower, as if in celebration of our story.  
I can feel it tickling the inside walls of my heart.  
 
     My practice is very intimate.  It is rather like a courtship.  First, there is a development of a 
“crush” on a nature being through “beholding” it, then there is a “courting” period through deep 
listening/feeling, then there is a “making love” experience through blending with it, and finally 
the singing of a love song inspired by the “lovemaking,” allowing the experience to live eternally 
through a new expression of vibration: 
 
Tree 
 
toes stretch long pointed down deep earth tasting sucking minerals absorbing flowing up rising 
blood pumping skin rough crackling tickling crinkling moist upward arms stretching branching 
long waving star pointing constellation dance whisper stories ancient longing source sound light 
vibrating wonder joy tender home found all nothing 
 
Rock 
 
I see a rock and the rock sees me. 
 
I am the rock and the rock is me. 
 
Solid I sit, strong, water flowing around and over me. 
 
I hold the stories of Earth. 
 
Listen and I will whisper them to you. 
 
 Sunlight 
 
beating heart glowing light through veins of leaves transparent glimmering shimmering song 
shrill trilling breaking apart the will so nothing can stop the flow of life ever after now 
 
Wind Dance 
 
a call.  i heard the moan. i follow. slow, soft, footprint kissing earth soil sound. now silence. then 
soft, breeze tickles wiggles and more and more. i glide in a gust. i swallow air from distant time 
and place. it breathes me out, forcing eyes open and arms wide and smile all the way from my 
throat. i twirl. i swirl. now floating. waving good-bye. i am flight. 
 
Rock Wink 
 
Yesterday a rock winked at me. I blinked. I winked back. We both smiled, inside, sharing our 
secret. 
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Bloom 
 
I bloom for you, oh my love, my radiant one, my sun, everlasting light of joy. My soul sings the 
songs of your rays, shimmering the dream of last night's mystery, lighting the way for all to see, 
for all who will see. My sweet perfume lifts to greet you. Kiss me gently. I will stand tall and 
gaze upon you all the day. My devotion to you is only natural response, simply because you are, 
and I am.  
 
 
     This is an incredibly powerful practice for me, difficult to process, difficult to share.  It is a 
process of personal transformation, a human metamorphosis.  I continue to struggle with it.  I still 
don’t have the type of discipline I aspire to.  I have to face again and again my own resistance, 
my own fears of intimacy, of “disappearing” into the Oneness or “exploding” from the 
vulnerability of exposure to such wonder.  Sometimes it can feel like too much. Yet when I allow 
myself to surrender to the process, I find myself falling in love again and again with all of life - 
and newly discovering, becoming, evolving my Self. 
 
     I am currently developing a curriculum for a mentoring program in sound healing, and I plan 
to incorporate some of these nature practices of beholding, deep listening, sounding and 
expressing into that curriculum with the hopes of encouraging others to strengthen their 
relationships with the natural world through experiences of sound and vibration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Amanda Robin Ramsey is a graduate of the University of Texas with a BA in Theatre/Creative 
Drama and a BA in Humanities/Children's Studies and is an MA candidate in Transformational 
Studies. She has spent most of her adult life working with children in a variety of ways. She spent 
9 years working in preschool and infant toddler programs as well as being an advocate for 
children and families. She has also worked as an education specialist, a parent educator, a director 
of education for botanical gardens, and a care provider in a youth shelter. For the past two years 
she has worked as a special assistant to a special needs child at Rainbow Mountain Children's 
School in Asheville, NC. Her strength is in developing curriculum and designing programs for 
inter-generational experiences.  
 
In addition to her work with children, Amanda is a long time practitioner and teacher of tai chi 
and qigong, and also works as a sound healer and mentor. As founder of Conscious Harmony 
School for Intuitive Sound Healing, she considers sound healing a sacred calling and has a special 
affinity to working with people in times of transformation and transition. 
 
Her most recent source of excitement and wonder is working with bees. She is currently interning 
with an experienced beekeeper.  
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Reflections on Absence from the Natural World 

by 

Arthur Romel 

 

     The beauty and wonder of the natural world is all around us; and this world is accessible to 
anyone who desires and searches for it.  Yet, it is very easy to be removed from and unaware that 
this world exists.  It is possible to go through life, in this day and age, totally and completely 
disconnected from the natural world that surrounds us.  This is the situation I often find myself in 
these days.  
 
     I live in a high-rise condominium complex surrounded by parking lots, highways, and office 
buildings.  I work in a school and spend the majority of my day indoors.  When I am outdoors, I 
am supervising 150 middle school students on a blacktop parking lot playground, or I am walking 
to and from a bus stop on concrete sidewalks on busy streets.  When I am outdoors, I am so 
involved in the tasks at hand that I am often completely unaware of the nature that surrounds me.  
Being caught up in the cares of the day, as I usually am, I find that I must make a conscious effort 
to see, hear, and be aware of the nature that surrounds me. 
 
     In the mornings as I wait for the bus, it is often the song of the birds that awakens my senses to 
the natural world around me.  As my attention is drawn to the song of these birds, I begin to 
notice the morning sky and the trees in the neighborhood.  My thoughts are drawn to Thomas 
Merton when he speaks of the awakening of the birds in the mornings and how their song is a 
song of praise to God for allowing them to be. To be the only thing they can only be, a bird.  Yet, 
at the same time, there is always the constant distraction of the traffic as it passes by on the 
highways that surround me. 
 
     Unfortunately, in the evenings, after school, I am often too tired to notice much that surrounds 
me, and if I am outdoors, I tend to stare blankly in front of me.  Am I aware of the beauty of the 
natural world that surrounds me?  If I am, I am not conscious of it. 
 
     Since I spend most of my time indoors, I find I try to bring nature indoors.  I attempt to 
surround myself with indoor plants.  I bring plants into the classroom and into my condo.  I enjoy 
caring for them and looking at them.  These plants help bring the beauty of nature indoors. 
 
     I believe that this separation from nature is having a very negative impact on my life.  I find 
that I am often sad or depressed, as if I am out of my element.  I know that this must change but 
am at a loss as to how to go about it.  I rely on public transportation to get around and have 
difficulty finding a location where I am able to have peace and quiet in an outdoor setting, where 
I am not surrounded by many people.  It is virtually impossible to remove myself from the noise 
and confusion of urban life.   I long for space that is peaceful and quiet. 
 
     I am afraid that the same condition exists for most of the students I teach.  Their experience of 
nature is utilitarian at best.  It is a place to go to do things, such as playing ball, swimming or 
fishing.  The outdoors is not a place to go to simply enjoy the natural world in all its beauty and 
diversity, for its peace and quiet, for its calming influence.  It is not a place to go to escape from 
the stresses and cares of this world.   
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     In the summertime, I have an opportunity to go to my ancestral home in Northern Michigan.  
It is small farming community that is miles away from any large urban area.  I find that I am 
much more at peace there in the peace and quiet of the northern woods.  I love to spent time in 
and around the lakes that dot the area.  I love to take walks in the fields of the farm, sit on a rock 
pile, and simply enjoy being.  This is what I truly miss when I am in the city. 
 
     I hope some day to find such a place here in the Piedmont area of North Carolina.  There must 
be a place that I can go for the peace and quiet that is so much needed in these hectic times.  
Being in and with nature is necessary for peace of mind.  I hope that we all may find that place 
where we can renew and refresh our spirits.  The splendor and awe of God’s great Earth, the 
natural earth not spoiled by humans is that place.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Arthur Romel was born in 1951, the 3rd of 11 children, and raised on a small farm in Posen, 
Michigan.  Arthur graduated from Posen Consolidated High School in 1969 and Grand Valley 
State University in 1974.  He has worked as a teacher in New South Wales, Australia; San 
Antonio, TX; and Greensboro, NC.  Arthur also worked in hotel management in San Antonio and 
Corpus Christi, TX; Philadelphia, PA; Charlotte, NC, and Urbana, IL.  The outdoors has always 
been a big part of Arthur’s life and will continue to be in the future.  
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All Nature Breathes and Sings Together 

 
by 

 
Susan Samuelson 

 
 

     The “Inner Life of the Child in Nature” two-day practice retreat last June, and the Native 
American flute so beautifully played by CEINW’s Sandy Bisdee during the retreat, directly 
inspired my intention to develop a practice of teaching music and nature, side by side.  The 
opportunity soon followed. I work as a Music Minister at a Presbyterian church, near Greensboro, 
North Carolina.  Each summer, the church hosts a weeklong Vacation Bible School for the 
surrounding community, age levels Pre-Kindergarten, Grades K-1, 2-3, 3-4 and 5-6.  For the 
summer’s offering in July 2009, I created a program combining music and nature.  I followed 
Sandy’s lead and began many of the classes with my alto recorder, hoping the sound of the 
recorder would have a calming and centering effect similar to her Native American flute.  
Following is a description of each day as music and nature were woven together. 
 
 

Monday 
 

• In the early morning following the night storm, a cicada—the king of singing insects—
lies exhausted and possibly wounded on my porch.  I scoop him up in a jar with some 
leaves to make him comfortable, get some more information about him from the Internet, 
and take him to Vacation Bible School.    

• We look and learn and the children seem fascinated.  The huge insect crawls up my arm 
but never attempts to fly away.  The children have more curiosity than fear and several 
gently touch its back.    

• We sing “I Will Not Be Afraid” 
• Percussion instruments are handed out and we work on playing a steady beat along with 

the song.   
• One of the grade 3-4 students offers to bring worms from her “poop” pile.  I send the 

cicada home with her to release back into nature.   
• The pre-K class at the end of the day is a worrisome surprise.  They are mentally 

unfocused and scattered which is compounded by the agitation of the two adults who 
have been in charge of the children all morning.  Percussion instruments only make the 
situation more distracted and I am reminded of the saying, “It’s like herding cats…” 

 
 

Tuesday 
 

• As promised, the student brings a jar of compost and earthworms—I use a pencil to dig a 
worm out of the compost and show it to the children. 

• I play “Inchworm” on the alto recorder and teach it to them. 
• We talk about how the earthworm passes the manure through its body and turns it into 

fertile earth that will grow plants for us to eat. 
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• We continue singing “I Will Not Be Afraid.” 
• The soothing sound of the alto recorder is an encouraging aid to help the Pre-K children 

focus and quiet themselves.  I introduce my accordion to them and—one at a time—allow 
them to choose and press a button or key to create a sound.  Interestingly, many of them 
choose to play the “breathing button”, (the air release button for the bellows) as they 
listen to its wonderful, sighing sound.   

   
 
 

Wednesday 
 

• Today’s focus is on plants and breathing.  In the morning, before school begins, I gather 
wild grape vines, thorny greenbrier, honeysuckle, Virginia creeper and, of course, poison 
ivy (safely tucked in a plastic bag).  I also gather fragrant herbs:  rosemary, oregano, mint 
and thyme. 

• We discuss the plants and talk about fear.  The children seem to understand that they 
don’t need to be afraid of poison ivy or thorny greenbrier, just respectful and 
knowledgeable of what they look like and where they are likely to grow.   

• The children breathe deeply while smelling the herbs and we talk about how the herbs 
flavor the food that we eat. 

• We talk about how all plants breathe out the air that we breathe in—and vice versa.  A 
light comes on and the children “get it!” One boy sings out, “So—we are trees!” 

• I introduce my accordion to the rest of the children and, like the Pre-K class, they are 
fascinated by the “breathing” button. 

• We sing “This Little Light of Mine” to a lively accordion accompaniment.  
• In the pre-K class, we lie on our backs on the floor and learn belly breathing, after which 

comes their time to take turns for more accordion playing.  Most of them play sounds on 
the keys or chord buttons, but all of them are fascinated with the “breathing button” and 
they seem compelled to press it and listen to the long sigh that follows.   

  
 
 

Thursday 
 

• A delightful thing occurs.  Unbidden, several children bring plants and jars of bugs to 
share.  One child brings a jar with a wolf spider, a mosquito hawk and a cicada.  Another 
brings a frog.  Two little girls bring plants that they believe are herbs and encourage me 
to smell them.  We don’t discuss that the plants are actually weeds, as I would rather 
encourage the children’s belief in their own senses of the fragrance and beauty in all of 
nature. 

• I share the caterpillar that I’ve brought and a picture of the moth that it will become.  At 
the end of the day, two young brothers accompany me to the woods to release the 
caterpillar back into nature.   

• We use note cards to help count rhythms and rests while we play percussion instruments.  
We practice breathing during the rests.   

• The Pre-K class seems tired as well as unfocused, so I encourage them to again lie on the 
floor and do belly breathing followed by accordion playing.   
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Friday 
 

• Today is rock and stone day.  I bring several of my cherished Montana rocks from my 
home state.  By coincidence, my earthworm girl has her rock collection with her, in her 
heavily laden backpack.  We pass them around and feel and smell the rocks. 

• I place a drop of water on a porous, chalky stone and we talk about the space in the 
seemingly hard rock as the drop disappears into it. 

• I encourage the children to stand beside me and strum my guitar while my left hand 
shapes the chords.  One five-year-old strums a perfect beat, including dampening the 
sound with his hand at exactly the right time in our theme song for the week, “Do Not Be 
Afraid.”  

• The pre-K class is very excited today, so we have a contest with the accordion to see who 
can sing the longest note.  I extend the bellows all the way and play a note while pushing 
in.  The children sustain their note (they’re not supposed to take more breaths…but, of 
course, they do) and they get great pleasure from outlasting the accordion.   

 
 
 
     The week has been filled with serendipity and fun.  Appearances of cicadas and caterpillars on 
my porch in the early morning set the stage for nature’s visitors to the classes.  The children 
readily followed by bringing and sharing their own discoveries from nature.  Although the small 
children were very distracted at the beginning of the week, breathing became our unifying mantra 
and the accordion became the breathing leader.  We learned that all nature breathes and sings 
together, ourselves, the cicadas, the plants—and yes, even the rocks.        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Susan Samuelson has worked as a church musician and music teacher around the globe, 
beginning in her home state of Montana, then on to Germany, and now, in Greensboro, NC, 
where she is the Music Minister at Community in Christ, Presbyterian Church.  Susan leads 
worship services from the piano as well as various other instruments, and teaches music to church 
members.  Susan’s farm beginnings in Montana set the stage for her life-long love of nature and 
animals.    Along with her continuing involvement with CEINW, Susan is also enrolled in the 
certification program at the Servant Leadership School of Greensboro. 
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Lessons on a Path 

by 

Lisa Tate 

 

 
 

 
       Life is a journey toward the purpose of one’s existence.  I think some people feel that journey 
more than others as they move through different pieces of their lives.  Some know that the 
different and varying events of their lives are lessons guiding them toward the knowledge or the 
enlightenment necessary to perform the tasks commissioned to them before their birth.  I have 
moved through 47 years of events and lessons on a path.  At times I have understood the work at 
hand.  Other times I have reminded myself that I am learning necessary lessons and building the 
needed character to better fulfill my destiny.  It sounds simplistic, but I feel this . . . .  and the last 
two years have led me to this point on this evening as I begin this final writing for the end of an 
experience that has taught me so much in the most gentle light.   
 
       I have said many times that I have felt commissioned to teach children.  Not just teach them, 
but understand and guide them, to be with each child as much as needed and for as long as 
possible as they develop the gifts granted and find the path toward their own journey.  The first 
day I observed a Montessori classroom I understood and sat with tears sliding down my face as I 
experienced the beauty of teaching children through a method filled with respect and the 
understanding that each child is truly an individual and deserves to be treated as such.  That was 
twenty years ago.  I have embraced this method of teaching and now work with children daily, 
guiding them as they discover their gifts while learning the lessons they have to teach me.   
 
       My heart is heavy with the responsibility of making sense and accurately recording in words 
the understanding that lives and has lived in my soul for as long as I can remember.  Having these 
last couple of years to express the simplicity of the natural world through journaling has given me 
the chance to develop a voice for the comfort and acceptance I experience when in the presence 
of animals or surrounded by a forest.  I am still new to this outward expression and find it, at 
times, laborious and tedious.  I feel my words fall short of the experience, like looking at a photo 
of a beautiful sunset.  Yes, it is amazing, but you needed to be there to breathe in the full 
explosion of light and color as it bathed the earth from east to west and awakened all that is alive 
with its touch.  So, with this understanding I hope that you, the reader, will bear with me and find 
the meaning of my words, however tenuous they may be. 
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Journal entry – November 8, 2008 
Walking through the dried soybean fields listening to the seeds in the pods jingle.  The leaves are 
blowing from the trees.  They will be gone very soon. 
 
I have been granted the precious love of the natural environment.  I have always found serenity in 
gardening.  I have always felt quiet, simple joy when surrounded by a barn filled with horses 
munching hay, shifting about and nickering.  I have always found renewed energy in the woods, 
around hidden ponds and in fields blanketed in tall grass with seed heads blowing in the wind.  
As a child living on a farm, I ran to the woods, across fields plowed or planted to the shaded 
comfort of the forest canopy.  Sitting among the ferns and moss on spongy ground, watching the 
insects, hearing the squirrels and rabbits, settled me from the inside out.  I found refuge in the top 
of the barn where sun streamed in through the cracks of the boards lighting the dancing dust 
particles.  The baby cow, the kittens, the horses, the ducklings and of course the dogs were 
always present as my most valuable companions.  All of these things were my entertainment and 
I never found myself wanting more when in their presence.  Peace.  I have wanted to gift the 
children in my life with this . . . . . this peace that is present in me when I am within the natural 
environment . . . . to guide them to a world that is there for them and yet is so foreign to so many 
of today.   
 
 
Journal entry - June 20, 2009 
Camp – week 1 – is over.  The children were amazing yesterday.  Despite the heat they were all 
excited and anxious to get to the hike.  As I gathered water bottles into my pack they began to 
gather.  They were choosing paper, pencil, markers.  I asked what they were doing.  Owen (pre-k) 
answered, “We have to take paper and pencils.  We want to write down what we see.”  We began 
our hike walking first through fields over to a pond with a large hickory tree.  As I read the novel 
Trumpet of the Swans by E.B. White they looked for sticks.   They pulled long tough grass blades 
and tied them together and then tied them to the sticks.  It wasn’t long before they were all fishing 
with the fish friendly poles made by their own hands.  We moved on through another sparse, 
scraggly field to the entrance of a wooded trail.  The earth is black in the forest from the 
continuous cycle of falling leaves rotting and feeding the soil.  The air is cool as the canopy keeps 
sun and heat from reaching in.  Mmmmm.  On days this hot I am even more grateful for the 
forest.  The hike leads us back to the cabin that sits by a pond covered in algae.  There, behind 
the cabin, is an outhouse.  All the children know this and wait, reserved (however you choose to 
think) for the opportunity to use the outhouse.  Once we have all had a turn, we continue on the 
forest trail.  There are hills now and one leads down into a shallow creek.  Ferns cover one side 
of the steep bank while small rocks mixed with larger ones carpet the floor of the creek.  The 
water is about two to six inches deep, perfect for walking through.  So much to explore.  They 
want to go deeper – but I know we still have a ways to walk.  The sun is warming the path we 
must take home and soon their tummies will be demanding lunch.  Our way back is filled with talk 
of the bulldog we may see, snacking on blackberries that we find on the way and – no talk – 
silence as we walk along the tractor road.  Cooper slips in next to me and takes my hand.  We 
walk a few steps and then quietly he says, “Everyone’s faces are sad today.”  This is the last day 
of camp~ 
 
       During the first year of this work at the The Center for Education, Imagination and the 
Natural World I enjoyed the walks, the silence and the guided discussions.  Peggy, Carolyn and 
Sandy led us all into the places in our souls where we needed to be.  Each of us was in a different 
place in our work and yet we were all together working towards greater understanding of the 
communion with the earth about which Thomas Berry spoke and wrote.  As a teacher I enjoyed 
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the methods of peaceful direction, the guided, thought-provoking readings and the moments of 
transition punctuated by the flute or a bell.  We were able to move from one thought to the next 
without the expectation of immediate enlightenment, which, for me, would often come later when 
I had time to contemplate.    
  
       The time for choosing a practice was drawing near.  I thought I knew the direction my 
practice would take.  I had been planning it in my mind and very much looked forward to the 
second year when I would work with my favorite animals among children.  Well, I had actually 
been doing this for years.  I looked forward to recording the results and watching perhaps at a 
different level the progress of the children.  Because this kind of work had been a part of me for 
so long I was looking forward to honing the process under the guise of class work.  However, the 
universe has a plan and that was not the work that was to be mine.  I arrived at Timberlake Farm 
that morning as the fog lifted from the field on the right as the driveway winds around to the 
house.  The trees were holding their arms out to me in a comforting manner.  I was excited about 
this day and had no idea that hours later I would experience such overwhelming emotion as my 
practice was revealed for the first time to the others in my group, to my guides and also to myself. 
 
 
Journal Entry – September 7, 2009 
Dawn flowed over the backyard in a billowy cloud of mist swirling with the breeze around the 
corners of the house and shed.  The breeze was more than cool, yet not chilled.  It felt of fall.  In 
that moment I felt the leaves turning, the acorns dropping, the winter coats thickening. 
 
After a day of writing, listening and contemplating, I discovered that my practice would be 
focused toward the adults who are connected with the children I work with.  Through the work of 
bringing the adults of the children closer to the natural environment, I felt the children would 
have a better chance at not just having an occasional experience within the natural environment, 
but regular interactions with the natural world.  This could only enhance the experiences the 
children have, giving them the opportunity for a genuine relationship, or, as Thomas Berry said, a 
“communion,” with the natural world.  
  
So, this is my work, my job, my commission, my practice.  It is not a yearlong project.  It is a 
lifetime of looking for the best methods of connecting with the adults in order to assist them in 
their connection with the natural environment and then having the presence to make the 
connection in a way that is non-confrontational and yet inspiring, gentle and rewarding for the 
adults in the children’s lives.   
 
 
Journal entry – January 7, 2010 
The sun in all its glory rose today to bathe the brown oak leaves in golden light.  The ice in the 
water buckets began melting.  The horses sighed relief and the birds sang.  This morning was full 
of spirit as we stood ankle deep in mud watching a bull calf, that had to be pulled from its 
mother, find his shaky legs and search for his mother’s milk. 
 
The adults will always be the difficult students.  The walls and fears are sometimes 
insurmountable.  Some embraced the newness of the gardens, the animals and the forest.  Many 
succumbed to their disconnect, but hoped for their children to have the connection.  Yet some 
have never understood the importance of the connection with the natural world.  If the children 
are to have a reverence for the earth, the living earth, the parents need to have an understanding.  
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How am I to manage this?  How to plant the seed of understanding that we are no more important 
than the blades of grass we walk on?  I, in fact, have come to realize that if every blade of grass 
were to disappear from the earth the erosion, the food chain and the air would suffer devastating 
results.  The earth would die.  If people no longer inhabited the earth, the air, land and water 
would slowly heal itself of the wounds from the human race. 
 
In attempting to focus on the adults and their connection with the earth, or at the very least their 
awakening to the need for their children to have a connection, I have searched for and tried a 
variety of ways to voice the message of the earth.  I have wanted to be gentle enough to engage 
the least likely audience, hopefully creating “cracks” in the walls that have been built over years 
of misunderstandings.  
  
Our actions directly affect the earth.  At Montessori Farm School we work daily to reduce our 
footprint through a variety of methods.  Our families and their actions in relation to their 
children’s school experience are important areas where we work to educate.  We recycle 
everything, including paper from the classrooms.  We ask our parents to assist us by using 
reusable containers in lunchboxes and sending reusable water bottles with the children to school.  
Our meal gatherings are paperless.  Each family attends with their own plates, silverware, cups 
and cloth napkins.  We worried that this would prove to be a difficult task for parents, but they 
have embraced this action.  We communicate through email and the school website.  Our 
newsletter is delivered electronically.  We are even sending bi-annual reports for each child 
electronically, reducing paper use dramatically.  These actions do not immediately connect the 
adults to the natural world, but give them a sense of connection through nurturing in a safe and 
non-threatening way.   
 
Through various sources, I have shared quotes from environmentalists and naturalists, books 
written for children and some written for adults.  I have photographed nature and shared my 
albums on facebook and framed photos on the walls at school.  I share insights regularly 
concerning my interactions with animals, what is alive and producing in the garden, along with 
tales of the latest hike hoping they may be moved to join us the next time.  The children will 
remember their experiences in the natural world more readily if their parents are a participating 
part of the experience.     
 
Twice monthly the entire school community is invited to join me for a hike at the farm.  We 
always meet at the barn for a little time with the horses and then head out in a direction most 
appropriate for the participants.  We may hike to Back Creek for a little wading time and rock 
hunting, or hike through the back field to a pond I refer to as the “secret pond.”  It is a small pond 
completely surrounded by trees.  The far side has a place where the roots of the trees have created 
steps down into a gulley area.  The greenest moss grows around these steps with small pools of 
water in each that the frogs seem to love as hatcheries.  Any hike provides the opportunity to 
view a variety of animal prints in the mud or sand near the water’s edge.  Children and adults 
alike enjoy the notion of the deer standing where they are while drinking from the pond. 
 
We are working with the goats now for the next month.  Everyone who is interested in working 
with a goat meets two evenings a week and then on Saturday and Sunday afternoon to work with 
a goat their child has chosen.  We will present our goats to our community at the end of April.  
The children and adults will share what they have learned through the lessons and from their 
goats.  This year we have fifteen families working with the goats at Elodie Farms.  The parents 
are becoming interested in the goats.  They worry about the goats’ wellbeing, and ask about care, 
feeding and management.  They often choose a goat to brush and handle while their child is 
working with their chosen goat or ask if the child is paying attention to what the goat is saying or 
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how the goat is feeling about what is going on.  It is beautiful to see the entire group connecting 
to these gracious animals. 
 
Gardening is an ongoing project at the school and at home.  Everyone gets to participate, giving 
each individual the chance to feel the earth, smell the earth and enjoy the results.   Parents are 
interested in how to plant the potatoes and when the peas will be ready to harvest.  They walk 
with their children through the garden paths, looking and asking questions.  I have a friend who 
has never experienced the wonder of planting seeds, watching them grow and then harvesting and 
enjoying the most amazing flavors, scents and colors of fresh grown food!  She is truly a willing 
participant and wonders daily what needs to be done in the garden! 
 
 
Journal entry – October 25, 2009 
It has been a week of beauty and fire.  The early mornings have been full of shooting stars, crisp 
air and furry animals.  The evenings have displayed colors of rich oranges, peaches, vibrant reds 
and solemn browns.  Fall is here and on the way out faster than I am wanting.  More time to 
contemplate please--- 
 
     The past two years have strengthened my relationship with the natural world.  I have always 
loved the woods, the animals, plants and everything that goes with it.  I have felt more at home 
alone in the woods than in a mall.  I have spent years with children connecting them to the natural 
environment.  As I write this paper and have spent the week thinking about the path of the last 
two years, I realize that my relationship with nature is deeper and much more intimate than 
before.  I have written, read, walked, communed in silence and taken pictures.  I have 
experienced seasons through these methods in ways I only skimmed before.  Through the work of 
the program I feel more comfortable with the task of connecting others and feel that I have 
Thomas Berry, Thomas Merton, Black Elk, John Muir, Andy Goldsworthy, and countless others 
to turn to when in need of inspiration.  I am forever grateful for the experiences, dedication and 
direction given to all of us from The Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World’s 
staff.  Their work will live through all who have experienced the transformation and deeper 
understanding of a communion with the earth.   
 
 

 
 
 
Lisa Tate is a Montessori teacher and Head of School at Montessori Farm School in 
Hillsborough, NC.  She has spent the last 20 years teaching Montessori, running summer camps, 
teaching adults the Montessori Method and raising children.  Lisa lives on a farm in Efland with 
her husband, horses, cows and various other animals.  She enjoys hiking the forest around her 
home, spending time with her family and animals and gardening.  
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Ms. Betsy's Garden 

(A Communion of Subjects) 
  

by 
  

Holly Tosco 
daughter of Elizabeth "Betsy" Robinson 

Mother, Montessori Teacher, Mentor 
July 10, 1936 - April 16, 2010 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 (Ms. Betsy's words are italicized) 

 
 

  
     Two and a half years ago my mother, Betsy Robinson, was diagnosed with stage four, terminal 
breast cancer.  The cancer was metastisized throughout her body before it was diagnosed.  The 
last two years are but a part of her beautiful life story but became a synthesis of all the parts of  
her life that was enriched by her awareness and honoring of the Communion of Subjects, 
especially the role in that communion that children play. 
 
     Just before her diagnosis, my mother, a longtime retired Montessorian, was asked to step 
into a classroom as its head teacher at our school and finish out the last month of a year that had 
proven quite difficult for the families and school and particularly the children of that class. 
  
     The beginning of this story started on a spring afternoon.  Mom said the day had been so 
disrupted with children running, fighting, yelling and crying in the classroom, she was quite 
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beside herself with how to help them. There were some emotional concerns with many of the 
children and my mom was tired and distraught.  The afternoons were particularly difficult 
because the children were asked to lie down on nap mats for almost two hours  and "rest".  This 
was the routine of the classroom but not something that my mother would have chosen for any 
young children, especially non-napping ones.  The children were fidgety, still crying and not 
peaceful.  Mom tried quiet classical music....no luck.  So she did what she had been doing since I 
was a small child, she looked for a way to bring the natural world to the children.  
  
     There was an outdoor patio and garden area.  She went out to find something, anything that 
would help.  The garden area was overrun with weeds and full of rocks and manmade stepping 
stones.  It had an old crepe myrtle tree barely growing in the corner.  There were old rotting bird 
feeders with no food.  There was much old trash and empty buckets and old shelving.  It was 
sorely lacking the tender love and care of any children.  So mom went back into the classroom 
and went to the flower-arranging lesson that she had brought into the classroom.... 
  
("Holly, always start the first day of school with flower arranging lessons.  It brings the outdoors 
into the classroom, starts the children out peacefully and allows them to decorate their classroom 
with natural beauty, hence making the classroom their own.") 
  
...and she took out the flowers in the vase.  On tip-toes, walking quietly from child to child, she 
gave each restless child a blossom to hold while they were on their nap maps.  
  
("Holly, it was as if I had given them each a jewel!") 
  
     Almost immediately, the children started settling down.  Some held the flower close to their 
chests and actually fell asleep.  Some counted petals, some actually "patted" the flower. 
  
("Holly, when your own children are young, don't teach them to pick flowers, teach them to "pat" 
them.  This way they can touch them and not destroy them at the same time.  Start early teaching 
them respect for all living things - And model it in your own behavior young lady!")  I roll my 
eyes and say "Yes, Mom." 
  
     The following year, I took over teaching the same classroom.  I started the first day with 
flower arranging and have had it in the classroom ever since. 
 
  
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, the flowers, the children and me. 
  
     Just before I started the co-research project at The Center for Education, Imagination and the 
Natural World, mom was diagnosed with her cancer.  As I began both the journey of the research 
project and the journey of walking through cancer with mom, my own inner life was reawakened 
by the process of "noticing".  I also started to remember all the ways that my mom had honored 
my inner life as a child.  
  
     My first journal entry was a sketching of the three oak trees that were directly in front of my 
apartment.  It was fall.  Each tree was a different size and had different coloring.  I began to think 
of each tree as a reminder of myself, my mother and my younger sister Liza. The three of us 
walked the road of cancer together.  The trees changed in color and bloom as did my mother, 
sister and I.  
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Journal Entry:  The Oak in the middle was vibrantly colorful, not as tall as the other two. 
It started turning brown before the other two (mom).  The oak to the right had the same colors as 
the one on the left, but the reds had turned burgundy colored (closer to brown - me).  The one on 
the left was very bright in it's oranges, yellows and pinks, but if you looked closely, the browns 
were beginning to appear as well (Liza).  I watch these trees every day and notice their 
similarities and differences.  Same kinds of tree, different beings. 
  
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, the oak trees, Liza, cancer and me. 

  
     The process of noticing the communion between the children and the natural world had an ebb 
and flow to it.  We brought plants into the classroom, studied them, polished the leaves, watered 
them.  Some died and some thrived. 
  
(Holly, show them how to care for their own plant, each leaf, the soil....all of it.  Teach 
them about weeding and watering.  Then show them how to care for each other's plants.  We are 
all of us responsible!") 
  
(Holly, bring plants into the classroom that filter the air and make breathing easier for the 
children.  It will make reading and writing easier for them.)  I roll my eyes once more and say 
"Yes, Mom!" 
  
     The first spring of mom's cancer, I took the children outside and played the silence game with 
them.  The children all found their own quiet place in the field and closed their eyes and breathed 
gently.  I asked them to listen to what they could hear.  The children stayed quiet, listening for 15 
minutes and when they sat up it was as if their souls had been restored like our bodies are restored 
by sleep. Emory, a particularly loud, boisterous and energetic child, actually did fall asleep. When 
I told mom about it she said: 
  
(I bet Emory loved that, did he fall asleep?  Good, he needs the outdoors in order to get quiet!) 
  
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, the field, Emory and me with the binding thread of 
silence. 
  
     Time continued and so did cancer.  Many days and weeks of uncertainty and sadness, followed 
by joyous days of sitting with mom on her back porch, talking about Montessori, the children and 
cancer with the soundtrack of the different birds in her backyard.  Days of Thanksgiving and days 
of family at Christmas time.  The Oak trees all lost their leaves.  But the hidden spring inside of 
them was a promise. 
  
     Springtime came and mom's cancer came on full force.  She was in much pain and couldn't 
leave the house.  
  
(Oh Holly, I wish I could be with the children in the classroom during spring.  Please go to the 
store and buy some pansies and take them to the children from Ms. Betsy.) "Yes Mom." 
  
     When I brought the pansies to the children they loved it.  They drew them and sent their 
pictures to mom as thank you notes.  She posted them on her refrigerator.  But when we took 
them outside, there hardly seemed a decent place to plant them.  The children said "Let's start a 
new garden and call it Ms. Betsy's garden.  We can plant it over by the Crepe Myrtle.  That tree is 
doing well."  
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     So that is what we did. 
  
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, cancer, spring, pansies, the children, the Crepe Myrtle 
and me. 
  
     "But a Crepe Myrtle and a few pansies do not a children's garden make," I thought to myself.  
Let's notice this small rectangular, pitiful plot of land and see how we can transform it.  
Immediately I thought of the small, rectangular, pitiful plot of land that was in our "backyard" at 
base housing in Japan when I was seven years old.  My mother started a vegetable and herb 
garden for my siblings and me.  I remember eating the first radish that sprung forth.  I had 
not thought of that garden in many, many years.  But it was the "seed" for the planning of Ms. 
Betsy's garden - of course! 
  
This is how we did it. 
  
1.  Met with some room parents who knew about gardening and landscaping and drew up a plan.  
I wanted the children to get as much out of this area as possible, paying special attention to the 
senses they would use.  So we planned on a vegetable plot, a flower plot and an herb plot.  
  
2.  With help from the parents of our class, we built three beds that would be just high enough for 
the children to kneel and be able to work in them. 
  
(Holly, make sure the children can reach all parts of the garden, let them get their hands and 
faces and knees dirty, dirty, dirty.) "Yes – Mom." 
  
3.  We had the children pick out and bring in seeds, baby plants and full grown plants of their 
choice.  Some brought in plants that they dug up from their gardens.  Some children planted seeds 
in cups at home and then we planted them in the garden. "Look Miss Holly, look what I brought 
for Miss Betsy's garden." Joyous faces all. 
  
     This process was slow and organic.  We didn’t control who brought in what, or when they 
brought it in.  We took turns - parents, teachers and children.  Working in the garden was without 
a doubt the favorite "work" of the classroom.  
  
     When the lavender plants came up, we put a "lavender work" in the classroom.  The children 
had a little bucket and scissors.  They would go clip some lavender, take it into the classroom.  
They would pick the lavender buds off one at a time and put them in a mortar and pestle and 
grind them.  Then place them in small dishes around the classroom for the other children to smell. 
  
(Holly, teach them the "Lavender Blue, dilly dilly song.") "Yes Mom" - I had pretty much given 
up the eye-rolling because she seemed to be right all the time! 
  

Lavender Blue dilly dilly 
Lavender green 

When I am king, dilly dilly 
You shall be queen. 

Who told you so, dilly, dilly 
who told you so. 

'Twas my own heart, dilly, dilly 
that told me so. 
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When the daffodils came up, I taught the children what my mom said every year that I can 
remember as a child when she saw a daffodil.  "Oh look, the first sign of spring!". 
  
(Holly, did you teach them the poem about daffodils that I wrote for the children at the 
Montessori School I started in Chapel Hill?) "Yes Mom - but I turned it into a song." 
 
  

A little yellow cup 
A little yellow frill 
A little yellow star 

and that's a daffodil. 
It's the first sign of spring, 

dontcha know it? 
It's the first sign of spring, 

dontcha know it? 
  
 
  

Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, cancer, parents, children, school, pitiful plots in Japan 
and in our garden area here, seeds, plants, lavender, daffodils, poetry, music and me. 
  
     The daffodil poem is what Gracie Beasley, a child from my class, wrote in her most beautiful 
penmanship and illustrated, then sent to mom while she was in the hospital for the last time.  
Mom hung the picture on the wall right in front of her bed.  Next to her bed was a table with 
beautiful tulips sent from the Montessori school staff and faculty, which were next to homemade 
cards lovingly made by Liza and her daughters.  The cards had butterflies and flowers and such.  
The cards were next to homemade Easter decorations made by mom's other young grandchildren.  
Easter was her favorite church holiday. 
  
(Holly and Liza, I want to go out of the hospital for Easter Sunday and visit my church and watch 
the children run around on the lawn in their spring dresses and suits.) 
  
     Okay, at this point my sister and I both rolled our eyes because we didn’t think there was any 
way she would be well enough to get out of the hospital for a day.  Of course, she did!  With the 
help of amazing nurses, an understanding doctor, a couple of oxygen tanks and my siblings she 
was able go to church.  And Easter was exactly what she had hoped.  She visited with her friends 
from the church, it was a beautiful day and the children in particular were truly happy to see her. 
 
 
  
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, the garden, flowers, poems, parents, staff, faculty, 
doctors, nurses, children, Gracie Beasley, St. Matthew's church, friends, siblings, 
grandchildren, Easter and somewhere in the background - cancer. 
  
     Mom was in her last hours of life and Ms. Betsy's garden was full, really full of blooming 
gerber daisies, snapdragons, marigolds, tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, lavender, dill, parsley, 
rosemary.  One of the mother's from our class came in over the weekend and without my 
knowledge planted morning glories all along the fence of the garden so that they would grow up 
and over the fence.  She did not know that the only reason I knew what morning glories were was 
because my mother loved them and named one of our first family dogs "Morning Glory". 
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     The children had taken to sitting in small chairs outside under the crepe myrtle and reading 
quietly.  The newest excitement was to take a small floor table, two pillows and a chessboard and 
play chess out there. 
 

 
  
 
     As mom was dying, my own three grown-up children, my three brothers and sister and their 
spouses and a dear friend of mine congregated in ICU, waiting for the priest to come and minister 
last rites.  Each of us spent some time with her, loving her, talking with her, thanking her.  As she 
died, my brother had a vision of my mother smiling and being with my father, who passed many 
years ago, and our favorite family dog "Smokey". 
  
 
 
 
 
Communion of Subjects - Ms. Betsy, cancer, my brothers, my sister, my family, friends, 
Father Fred and especially my father and Smokey. 
  
     The day before mom died, I was out in the garden with a brother and sister (ages 4 and 5) who 
were weeding and pruning the garden.  This is the conversation we had: 
  
Me:  Joseph, cut off the dead tops of the flowers. 
Joseph, age 5 (after a long pause): Why Miss Holly? 
Me:  Because they've died. 
Joseph (after cutting for a few minutes):  Why did they die? 
Ani, age 4 :  That's just the way God made it, Joseph.  But don't worry, God makes all things 
good again. 
Joseph: Oh, okay. 
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     After Mom died, a parent from my class donated a "memorial tree," which is a tree that is 
planted in honor and memory of someone.  We planted the tree on the church grounds close to the 
children's play area. Ironically, the tree was a gingko biloba which was what mom took for the 
last years of her life religiously because she said "it's supposed to make you smarter" - like she 
needed that!!! 
  
Communion of Subjects - hmmmmmmm....too big and too many to list and so on and so 
forth forever. Amen. 
  
Thank you Ms. Betsy for your Garden. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Holly Tosco is a Montessori teacher at the Montessori School of Winston-Salem, but she has 
always been and always will be Ms. Betsy's daughter. 
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LocusFocus 

by 

Dale Walker 

 
My intention, June 2009 

 
      “I want to be intentional during July to behold not only visually, but to “be whole-ding” the 
natural world with my whole self and all my senses: taste, touch, hearing, vision, smell, intuition, 
soulreach.  I hope that will prepare me to be a good partner to Andrew when his family vacation 
and summer camps are finished.” 

 
My practice, July 2009 

 
     Vacation took me for a few days to my home town of New Bern, NC, where I spent hours 
observing fish jumping at sunset, ducks, a blue heron, ospreys fishing, and a tiny bug wearing 
lichen camouflage that fell from a tree onto a bench where I sat.   
 
     Leaving oppressive heat and humidity, I traveled to Northern Michigan where the 
temperatures were chilly and rain alternated with bright sun.  The overwhelming visual image 
was green: so many shades and shapes of green in trees and farm fields and marshes, and on 
cloudy days, the water in the small lake by the cottage where I stayed.  There were Petosky stones 
with embedded fossils on the beach, loons, Icelandic sheep, kingfishers with their bright plumage 
and heavy head diving for their supper, mama duck with her babies on her back, black squirrels 
searching the grass under the pines, a rabbit watching me watch him, two does with their spotted 
fawns, sunset lighting ribbons of clouds, strawberries whose scent came on the breeze from a 
faraway field—and whose taste, after we found the field, was like the distilled essence of 
strawberry. 
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My practice, August 2009 – March 2010 
Focus: to enjoy nature with my favorite 13-year-old, a boy who struggles academically with 
ADHD.  A 2004 University of Illinois Urbana/Champaign study indicates that being in nature 
helps children with ADHD focus better. 
 
Locus: anywhere outdoors, preferably in beautiful quiet places with few people to distract us.  We 
discovered nature in various parks in Greensboro, Gibsonville, and the Earth Sanctuary at 
Timberlake.     
 
We wrote down and photographed whatever touched us with its beauty or strangeness: 
 
So much to see 
many-layered greenness in trees reaching to the sky 
tiny squiggly creatures among the leaves 
great white pillow clouds 
tracks of unknown small animals 
green algae on a pond like marbled endpapers 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      squirrels chasing 
      blueblue sky 
      vultures circling high above us 
      at sunset, clouds of baby pink against a sky of baby blue 
      skaters on a trickle of water 
      dark blanket-cloud, heavy and flat 
      rustle of a lizard through leaves 
      rocks in a stream 
      the beauty of growing things and 
      the sculpted splendor of dead trees 
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So much to feel 
August’s humidity like a hot wet towel 
rough bark, smooth bark 
hot sun burning our skin 
thorns 
cool raindrops and slippery mud  
sycamore balls crunching underfoot 
chilly winds  
damp air 
water running in a creek 
 
So much to hear 
bird wings and bird calls 
peepers and crickets 
bees zooming past our ears 
tch tch tch in the pines as regular as a metronome 
 
So much to smell 
flowers 
damp earth 
dry pine needles 
leaf mold 
clean air 
 
and to taste 
lemon balm in the Magical Garden 
hickory nuts we found and cracked on rocks 
and always, ice cream before we go home (well, that comes from nature, too!) 
 
 
     We sensed with our hearts the beauty in tiny things and large, the power of nature to give 
bountifully all that we need for life as well as its power to destroy, and above all, the imagination 
and generosity of the Creator and the responsibility given to us to care for the earth.  
 
     Did these times out-of-doors result in more focus and less distractibility for Andrew?  I’m not 
sure that happened.  I am sure that was not the most important thing.  These times of sharing have 
been precious. 
  
     Andrew says what was most important for him was time to sit and be quiet and think—
something he rarely does.  We will continue to take time together for walks in the coming 
months, for companionship and for listening to what the earth has to say to us.  
 
 
 
 
 
Dale Walker grew up in New Bern NC, one block from the Neuse River, four blocks from the 
smaller Trent River, and an hour from Atlantic Beach.  There she learned to love moving water 
and its inhabitants, even water moccasins with their lithe grace.  An ordained Presbyterian 
minister, she has focused on transitional or “intentional interim” ministry for the past twelve 
years—moving with the current of church needs.  
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Revealing the Essence of Nature 

by 

Marnie Weigel 

 
 

Gold light of nature 
Illuminate radiance 

Jewel of peaceful change 
 
 

 
     My life and work as a clay artist is influenced by the natural world.  The sights, sounds, and 
movements of nature play an integral part in the creation of my work.  Nature has revealed her 
connection to me through line, color, and form.  The organic forms and lines that I see in nature 
are a blessing to behold.  The fluid, graceful lines that are created from nature are comforting to 
my heart.  There is a sense of symmetry and asymmetry that my soul is drawn towards.  I create 
work that is revealing an essence of the natural world. When I go deeper, exploring my senses, 
and behold the simplicity of nature, I sense a delicate and fragile beauty.  She is so lovely, tender, 
and peaceful.  
 
     I have been looking at color in nature.  I am still amazed and curious about how all these 
intricate and rich colors are created.  They remind me of minerals to create glaze.  When I create 
glaze, I think of these colors found in nature.  I look at the texture of color and see an Indonesian 
batik fabric with layers of color.  Glaze color is fascinating and mysterious to me.  I look at glaze 
color with childlike wonder and curiosity.  The green is a symbol of a beautiful sedum garden or 
a soft grassy meadow under a rhododendron thicket high on top of a mountain. It is the color of a 
gentle luna moth's wings.  The color turquoise is a symbol of the Earth and sky, the turquoise 
stone.  It is also the ocean water reflecting the sky and the Robin’s egg.  Snow and clouds are 
symbols of white.  Nature and her colors have woven a tapestry in my heart.  The golden threads 
that surround some of these works are symbols of the connections between all living things.  
When they mysteriously appear I feel like an alchemist who discovers the mixture of gold.  If one 
thread is loosened or torn, it affects the other threads in the tapestry and it may become 
disconnected.  If the threads are sewn together well, the tapestry stays connected and whole. 
 
     I am also drawn to the simplicity of line in the natural world.  My designs in the clay capture 
this and bring the essence of the flowers and plants to life.  They are impressionistic images from 
the heart of the Earth. Lines can be bold and thick as an ancient tree or delicate and thin as the 
most beautiful antique lace.  Line reveals a lot to me, and I begin to see the purity of the natural 
world. 
 
     When I embrace the clay with my hands, I feel deeply connected to the Earth and the natural 
world.  It grounds me and gives me roots in the Earth.  Water and clay take me back to our 
ancient roots and connections with Mother Earth.  I give thanks for this gift and the offerings that 
I can share with generations here and to come.  
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     My life and work as a clay artist are like a gentle stream - water winding her way through the 
smooth, round stones.  Sometimes the currents are fast and my body becomes alive with creative 
ideas and visions.  And other times the currents are slow and the water settles in a crystal, clear 
pool.  But if I look closely and deeply at that pool, I see reflections and movement on and under 
the surface.  The sunlight reveals the amazing colors of the stones on the bottom.  The wind 
makes subtle ripples and waves on the surface.  A leaf moves slowly through the currents under 
the water’s surface. 
 
     The vessels I create are like that moving leaf through the water’s currents.  Each piece of art 
tells an ancient tale of the Earth and contains the essence of the natural world. Each is a precious 
gem and an offering to the Earth for generations to behold. 
 

 
 
     I am in love with and closely connected to flowing water, stones, light from the sun, flowers, 
birds, and the wind during my practices at Timberlake Farm, Fisher Park, and Ocracoke Island. 
And my practice of beholding has revealed itself in the language of Haiku poetry through the 
seasons: 
 

 
photos Sarah Vincent 
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 Offerings for the Seasons: 

Presence and Practice in the Natural World 
 
 

Sweet bird melodies 
Embrace me in peaceful sound 

Soothing to my soul 
 
 

Bird bath in morning 
Cleansing wings in sunlight 

Fluffy light feathers 
 
 

Behold this blue so pure 
Fragile eggshell from nature 

Birth of springtime joy 
 
 

Cherry tree blossoms 
Sacred petals of pink silk 

Surround all in love 
 

Pomegranate seeds 
Color of romantic love 

Patiently evolves 
 
 

Seedpods in springtime 
Like tiny stars in the sky 

Offering to summer 
 
 

Deep purple iris 
Reveal your sacred essence 

Blossom to the sky 
 
 

Sound of the flute 
Awaken the birds to sing 

Tell us what is true 
 
 

Blowing in the wind 
Gently swaying together 

In the bamboo grove 
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Sweet fragrant rose bud 
Carry me to your romance 

Your blossoms are pure 
 
 

Japanese maple 
Sun shining through paper 

Transparent red leaves 
 
 

Snow falls like feathers 
Sleeping under soft feathers 

Winter’s solitude 
 

Rich textured color 
Like a Turkish patchwork rug 

Fall leaves on Earth 
 
 

Spring’s lovely promise 
Petals floating on water 

Behold camellia 
 
 

Pink evening primrose 
Loves the sunlight to shine bright 

Growing in the wild 
 
 

Peony frilly blossoms 
Round buttons of finest lace 

Open your petals 
 

 
Emerge tender fern 

Tunnel of hearts made of leaves. 
Spiral of life’s path 

 
 

Nectar from heaven  
Essence of charm and beauty  

Beloved gypsy rose 
 
 

Behold sea turtle 
 Your eyes of wisdom and joy 

Precious soul to love 
 

Beads of blue beauty 
Antique necklace on a strand 

 Chinaberry vine  
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Full moon on water 
Her light shimmering on waves 

Warm night breeze blowing 
 
 

Sparkling bright stars 
Come out to play at nighttime 

Laughter in the sky 
 
 

Make your presence known 
Sound of drumming in the air 

Courageous red drum 
 
 

 Light in the night sky 
Sign of safety and comfort 

Ocracoke lighthouse  
 
 

Gliding, graceful birds  
Catching fish on the water 

Skimmers are masters 
 
 

Delicate seashells 
Placed so gently by the sea 
Precious gifts from waves 

 
 

Bay scallops in sound 
Eyes like tiny blue jewels 

Tell me your secrets 
 
 

Sea foam in the wind 
Dancing along the seashore 

White and beautiful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Marnie Weigel is a potter in Greensboro, NC.  She shares her life with her loving husband, Fred 
Weigel , their wonderful dogs and cats, friends, and family. She received a Bachelor Degree in 
Environmental Science at Warren Wilson College in the Swannanoa Valley in Western North 
Carolina in 1995. She received an Associates Degree in Professional Crafts at Haywood 
Community College in 2000.  She enjoys biking, camping, yoga, and walking Violet in Fisher 
Park.  
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Unveiling Nature’s Stories 

by 

West Willmore-Dickinson 

 

 
Now I know the secret of making the best persons; it is to grow in the open air and  

to eat and sleep with the Earth. 
          ~   Walt Whitman 
 

 
 
     In one sentence, Walt Whitman offers what I believe to be the first step in knowing higher 
worlds; bringing awareness to anything that might create a barrier between us and the natural 
world, dissolving that barrier and becoming one with the Earth.  I stumbled into this conclusion 
about eight years ago when I first began to truly listen to Nature’s stories.   
 
 
Earth Speaks to Me: 
 
     During the very early stages in the development of my relationship to the natural world, I first 
began using my physical body to relate to nature. Using the senses at a very basic level became 
the foundation of experience for me.  Through heightened senses, eating and sleeping with the 
earth, and succumbing to Earth’s elements, I began getting to know her.  My relationship with the 
natural world began as a form of discovery learning, evolved into an addiction, morphed into 
Earth honoring behaviors and then into a spiritual awakening. Exploring one’s inner life in nature 
is a lifelong and sacred journey, and over the last year, it has become my sacred work to begin to 
facilitate the sacred and spiritual development of my students. Not only am I their teacher, I have 
also become their Earth guide. 
 
 
Nature as Curriculum’s Compass: 
 
     I believe it should be every teacher’s goal to educate the whole child: mind, body and spirit. A 
holistic education is what we offer at Rainbow Mountain Children’s School (RMCS) and at the 
root of our holistic approach is the spiritual domain. This domain has become the compass with 
which we drive our curriculum, and as a result RMCS is a nationally recognized leader in 
contemplative education. Within my classroom, contemplative education is inspired almost 
entirely by the natural world. Nature is also peppered throughout my curriculum and imbedded in 
my thematic units. For my students, school becomes a journey into the natural world. It is not my 
job to impose ideas, thoughts or things on a child but rather to bring forth each child’s inner 
knowing and to help them achieve a spiritual sense of themselves.  Therefore we explore our 
relationship to the natural world through entirely experiential and discovery learning and in return 
meet my teaching goals, but more importantly have an amazingly rich experience in the natural 
world.  
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     Richard Louv’s (2005) book, Last Child in the Woods, quotes one of his children saying, 
“What’s the relationship between God and Mother Nature - are they married or are they just 
friends?”1 Children are fascinated and inspired by nature. They are full of a sense of wonder, as 
their senses are so open and they have an exceptional awareness. These characteristics yield very 
spiritual beings.  For example, when British pedagogue Edward Robinson asked adults if they had 
ever “felt that their lives had in any way been affected by some power beyond themselves,” he 
discovered that a significant proportion of the experiences occurred during childhood and in 
nature.2 These findings give all teachers an indication of the crucial role of nature in 
contemplative education. 
 
 
Centering: 
 
     Every day the 2nd grade Owls explore their spirituality in the form of something we call 
Centering. Centering is aimed at setting the tone for the day and getting our mind, bodies and 
spirits in sync with one another. I begin each Centering by creating a sacred space using these 
daily rituals:  a series of hand mudras, 3 breaths, lighting a candle paired with a daily intention, 
greeting one another with a Namaste and experiencing a Golden Moment during which we gaze 
through the window upon a gift from nature, beholding it and meditating on it. We then move 
into the heart of each individual Centering experience, the lifelong lesson. Imbedded within each 
Centering is a lesson or theme that aims to heighten each child’s spiritual, moral and/ or 
emotional awareness. By sharing these sacred experiences, we are connected with our heads and 
our hearts to each other and the greater universe. The result is a community of children 
harmonizing on a spiritual, emotional and/or moral level and fueled by positive energy that will 
carry them through the rest of their day.  Carrying this experience throughout the day, letting 
children sit with it and become comfortable with it, will help them begin to uncover their inner 
being.  

  
     My Inner Life practice emerged out of our Centering experiences. As an Earth guide for my 
students, I have designed and implemented Centering experiences that aim to spiritualize the 
natural world and to foster the inner life of my students in nature.  I hold a space in which nature 
is magical and can reveal itself, can tell its stories, and can inspire movement, words, sounds and 
wonder.  The result is always a healthy, curious, whole body exploration of the natural world.  
Exploration of this kind often lends itself to transcendent experiences within nature.  Not only are 
the children having fun and learning in nature, they are also learning to honor Earth’s gifts, see 
themselves in the Earth, hear Earth’s stories, and awaken their senses… 

 
 
Child-Tree Relationships: 
     Children are instinctually drawn to trees for many reasons. These child-tree relationships 
come in several forms: Tree as protector  (tree houses, tree forts, hide and seek, and tree shade); 
Tree as fun and magical friend  (tree climbing, tree swings, tree houses, leaf piles and fairy 
homes); Tree as provider (hunting for and gathering apples, nuts, and flowers). Children see 
trees as their counterparts. Despite the instinctual relationship that arises between child and tree, 

                                                
1 Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods:  Saving Our Children From Nature Deficit Disorder 
(Chapel Hill, NC:  Algonquin Press, 2005). 
2 Edward Robinson, The Original Vision: A Study of the Religious Experience of Childhood 
(London, Religious Experience Research Unit, 1977).  
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I also attempt to cultivate that relationship through a series of Centerings called Friend through 
the Seasons.  I begin this set of Centerings by first sauntering through the campus silently while 
the kids follow and mimic my behaviors. As I am sauntering I may stop and touch a tree, hug a 
tree, stop to listen to or smell a tree, hide behind a tree or spiral through a grove of trees - I just 
have fun with the trees. The kids then reflect on what they experienced, which leads to a 
discussion about the trees on campus. In the next Centering, I read The Giving Tree and then we 
head outside to the eldest tree on campus, the Copper Beech. We circle around the tree and I talk 
about the stories it has to tell us, the many years it has rooted itself in the land and all the history 
it has within its body. We stand and listen. We then saunter around campus listening and 
appreciating all the trees that are our campus guardians. After we have built a group 
relationship with the trees, each child then chooses a tree on campus to build an individual 
relationship with and thus the tree becomes his/he “Friend Through the Seasons”.  Once a month 
he/she will sit with the tree, name it, read to it, draw it, build altars for it, listen to it, get to know 
it using all the senses, appreciate it, write to it and the list goes on. I believe that as a result of 
these particular experiences, the children will have life-long physical, emotional and spiritual 
relationships to these trees and are likely to have those meaningful relationships with many other 
trees.  
 
 
All I See Is Part of Me  
     Children are fascinated and awe-inspired by nature - its beauty, is vastness, and its magical 
powers. Children want to get close to the Earth, to be dirty, to be wet, to feel the sun and to stop 
and smell the roses. Children feel that spiritual connection to Earth on a much deeper level than 
do adults and know it calls to them. I teach the children through various Centerings about how 
we are so deeply connected to the Earth because everything we see in the Earth can also be seen 
within us. I begin these lessons by first handing each child an item from nature. Then the children 
are asked to think of how they are like that item. We then build an altar with these gifts from 
nature while sharing how we are like the gift. For the following Centering, I read the book, All I 
See is Part of Me and we discuss its lessons. We then follow up with a movement Centering that 
takes place outside. I tell the kids that when they move the Earth moves with them and movement 
is but one way to communicate with the Earth. The children then choose a being from nature, 
come up with a movement inspired by that being and then express something like this, “I am the 
flower because I am full of color!” Throughout the year, I reinforce these ideas. For example, 
every time I hear a child say something like, “That flower is beautiful!” I say, “I see the flower’s 
beauty in you too!”  
 
 
From Fruit to Fruiting 
     Metamorphosis or change is something all creatures go through. The child, the adult, the bird, 
the insect, the flower, the mushroom, etc. all go through change. It is my job to encourage the 
child to not only see, hear, smell, taste or touch the bird, the rose or the fruit, but to join in its 
change, its creation or the process of making the bird, the rose or the fruit. These processes are 
called birding, rosing and fruiting respectively. The child will move from knowing the noun (fruit) 
to understanding the verb (fruiting). Raising awareness within each child is simple. During 
Centering, I create an altar that consists of a piece of fruit, a flower and an insect specimen. I 
begin the discussion by asking them what they see and they respond with very literal answers. 
Then I ask them to choose one of the objects, close their eyes and imagine that they are watching 
it form, or grow into its current being. They share their visualizations. I then ask them to get into 
a comfortable yoga pose (child’s pose or corpse pose) and I take them through a visualization of 
the fruit as it cycles through its life from seed to seed again. By looking deeply into the change, 
cycle or metamorphosis of nature’s gifts you are joining them in their creation on a soul level. 
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The fruit becomes much more than just a fruit, it becomes the seed, the bird, the soil, the roots, 
the stalk, the leaves, the pistil, the stamen, the flower, the fruit and so on… This can be done with 
many of nature’s cycles, water, rocks, insects, trees and can even be used to look at your own 
personal learning history. 
 
     These Centering examples are a few of the many jewels that help to tell nature’s stories, that 
help to connect the inner child to the inner soul of the Earth and that help to foster transcendent 
experiences in nature.  
 
 
Lifelong Lessons: 
 
     If our relationship with the natural world is indeed a stepping-stone to higher worlds, then the 
implications of this work are so vastly important. My hope is that this work is twofold:  If and 
when a child has a transcendent experience in nature that she will begin to uncover her inner 
knowing but will also translate these experiences into ecological values/ land stewardship as an 
adult. David Sobel, in his book Childhood and Nature, explores these implications: 
 

Regardless of how we feel about nature play preparing our children for religious 
experiences, I think it becomes clear that there’s a relationship between powerful 
nature experiences in childhood and adult environmental values and behavior. 
Therefore it follows that if we want to develop environmental values, we should 
try to optimize the opportunity for transcendent nature experiences in middle 
childhood.3 

 
If we want children to have powerful nature experiences or want them to protect the Earth, then it 
is not enough to teach them the species of a bird, the name of a tree or flower but we must 
empower them to listen to the birds, hear the trees’ stories and see the flowers’ beauty within 
themselves.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
West Willmore-Dickinson has been teaching 2nd grade at Rainbow Mountain Children’s School 
in Asheville, North Carolina for 2 years. Prior to joining the Rainbow Community, West worked 
as a naturalist and environmental educator for 4 years in various parts of the country. She 
received an Environmental Educator certificate from the Teton Science School in Jackson, 
Wyoming and her teacher licensure from Montana State University. West is currently working on 
her M.Ed thesis and is in her first year of Waldorf teacher training. The nature experiences and 
mentors West had while studying Natural Resources and Environmental Science at her 
undergraduate college, Sewanee, led her on this life-long journey with the natural world. West 
continues to strengthen her own relationship to nature through rock climbing, backpacking, nature 
journaling and naturalizing.  

                                                
3 David Sobel, Childhood and Nature; Design Principles for Educators (Portland, Maine: 
Stenhouse Publishers, 2008), p.18.  
 


