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Foreword 
 
 

The destiny of the children and planet is going to depend on us to respond to  
their deeper mode of being.1 

 
~ Thomas Berry 

 
 
 
       In our “Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and Practice” program at the Center 
for Education, Imagination and the Natural World, we are preparing for a deep change of 
heart, a deep psychic shift in the culture at large – one educator at a time.  We believe that 
the change that is needed in our time cannot be achieved through sweeping movements, 
curriculum change, or further exchange of information.  Rather, we focus the Inner Life 
program on the development of the capacity for inner presence to the natural world during 
the first year, and the creation of individual practices the second year that are as diverse and 
generative as the universe itself. 
  
       This is a new social form for working with educators based on the assumption that a 
shift in consciousness within the educational realm will come only through an inner 
transformation of the educator, through an honoring of the soul/spirit of the educator as a 
core value, and through the creation of a community of educators who support and inspire 
one another on the threshold of a new consciousness for our time – a consciousness that 
moves us beyond a view of the natural world as a collection of objects into an experience of 
the natural world as a communion of subjects. 
 
       Gathered here you will find the reflections of the fifth class of “The Inner Life of the 
Child in Nature:  Presence and Practice” program – the class that began their work in the 
Autumn of 2012 and will celebrate their closing ceremony on June 28, 2014. 
 
       In April of this year, they were asked to pause and reflect on the practices of the second 
year; practices that have no real beginning and end but rather an unfolding in time.  As you 
read these reflections, I trust you will see in each and every one an engagement with a deeper 
mode of being within Earth, educator and child through the authenticity of these educators 
who have entered unknown terrain and have dared to go deeper.  What emerges is full of 
life, metamorphosis and hope. 
 
  
Peggy Whalen-Levitt, Editor 
June 11, 2014  

                                                
1 Thomas Berry, in transcript of “The Biological Imperative:  Nature, Education and 
Imagination,” October 12, 2000. 
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Reflections on Developing My Inner Life Practice 
 

by 
 

Barbara Buescher 
 
 

 
Devoted Intention   (sketched June 2013) 
 
My developing practice is to behold the “one small square” of Liberty Community Garden, 
focusing especially on 4 to 8 seasonal changes based on Celtic and earth-centered spiritual 
traditions.  Liberty Community Garden, established and maintained by refugees (mostly 
Bhutanese) is in an urban apartment complex in Raleigh, NC.   
  
Base 
~ To build this practice, I expect to combine insights from Loving-kindness Meditation, 
centering and welcoming prayer, and beholding from Inner Life in my own increasingly 
frequent practice. 
  
Branching 
~ I expect to share and build community with the garden families, especially children ~ 
sharing and beholding nature and stories, art and photography and journaling, literally 
finding common language. 
  
Continuity 
~ My touchstone will be finding the running water that nurtures my heart tree. 
 

 
Opening Reflections 

       My practice essay incorporates reflections on my coming to the Inner Life program, 
insights that shaped my devoted intention, and how my practice is evolving.   

       When I saw the initial information about The Inner Life of the Child in Nature:  Presence and 
Practice program sponsored by The Center for Education, Imagination, and the Natural 
World, I was in my first year of retirement from an active career in educating mostly children 
but also adults as a librarian.   Over the years, I had acquired an intellectual background in 
comparative literature, linguistics, technology application, curriculum and instruction, 
reading, and the writing process.  But what I found most meaningful was being with 
children, and beholding with them moments of discovery as their interests unfolded.  As a 
librarian, I saw that some children were interested in books, series, historical eras, and a 
range of other topics.  But nearly ALL children were amazed by animals and nature.   I 
pursued certification as a NC Environmental Educator, attracted by the low-cost availability 
and diversity of its programs, its multi-dimensional approach, and the opportunities it could 
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provide for experiencing nature with children.  I hope to complete the program this year.    
Even though the philosophy and activities of the NCEE program are experience-based and 
multisensory, the necessity to attach them to various curricula to legitimize them was a bit 
disillusioning for me in its lack of forward momentum and flexibility.  As a librarian for 
many years in an independent school, I had become accustomed to being free of the 
stickiness and misalignment-with-life aspects of curriculum-driven learning and as I 
progressed through the EE program, I was attracted more to the approaches of Aldo 
Leopold and the possibilities of environmental “experiences” rather than environmental 
education.   And through this window in my thinking, the beacon of The Inner Life of the Child 
in Nature was shining just around the bend.   

       In this first three years of my retirement, I’ve been active and busy, interested in and 
practicing a variety of pursuits.  I have continued learning Spanish; added certification for 
ESL teaching for adults to complement my public school licensure in that field; taught ESL 
in several venues; developed and taught several rounds of citizenship preparation; 
participated in a life writing group; trained as a children’s docent at Duke Gardens; dabbled 
in genealogy and knitting; completed lifelong learning classes on various topics; travelled; 
and started taking tai chi again.   None of this is “busywork”, though I am busy and might 
prefer later morning start times for some activities!  All are chosen by me and meaningful.  I 
am grateful that I can do all of these things.  But I remember Sardello’s statement, “We 
realize that our activity had become an addiction”1 - or at least a habit, a comfort zone, an 
old shoe worn from familiar paths.   The enterprise of The Inner Life is different.  Though I 
didn’t fully realize it at the outset, in spurts I began to feel a deep need to review, 
consolidate, and then set aside aspects of my past and present life in order to discover 
signposts for moving forward.   This realization has continued to inform and change my 
developing practice. 

       Especially in the first year of the program, I felt occasional tension between wanting to 
put Inner Life into an environmental education niche and allowing the program to invite me 
to the larger developmental project of discerning the direction for my own inner life.   This 
dichotomy is reflected in my sketched devoted intention.  Most participants have felt this 
tension to some degree, I think.  But our being together and sharing, from different ages and 
stages in life, in unconditional acceptance drawn from our diversity, commitment to 
education, and our common experience at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary, has reawakened us 
to the rich, fresh, and dynamic wellspring that is our communal heritage, the earth’s legacy 
both deeply personal and widely shared. 

       Over the last decade, my experiential and spiritual perspectives have shifted.   Exposure 
to the ideas of Thomas Berry, Brian Greene, and Michael Dowd was important in 
developing this awareness.  But the awareness doesn’t need to grow just in me; there are 
enormous social, political, and educational implications.  This is why the work of Thomas 
Berry and the Center for Education, Imagination, and the Natural World are so significant.  I 
have always felt communion with nature, from my early days as a free-roaming child.  I have 
found this communion in urban and rural settings, in the ordinary and the spectacular.   My 
Inner Life participation has expanded my capacities and pathways for experiencing nature – 
being silent, being still, feeling and sharing – and has reminded me of the essential need to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Robert Sardello, Silence (Benson, NC: Goldentstone Press, 2006), 9. 
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be intentional and to develop practice. Beholding nature is really a different dimension where 
your own deep spirit blends both with elements around you that are literally close at hand 
and the whole broad expanse of the interconnected universe in time and space.   Though it’s 
quite real, there’s a transcendent, ineffable quality to it.  Sometimes it just happens, and other 
times you need to set an intention.   Though I have little hesitancy in beholding nature, I 
find it difficult and nearly impossible to write about these experiences.   Maybe writing has 
become such a mediated process for me that this is a barrier.  I’m a fluent, articulate writer in 
many arenas, but am less adept at writing about experiences in nature.   I much prefer to 
photograph, visualize, share, or simply remember.   

Insights 

       The tickling suspicion that my retirement life might be trending to be as busy as the 
decades of my “work life” (mentioned above) has bubbled up over the two years of the 
program.  I now see my early retirement “busy” phase as transitional. 

       After the first third of the program, after reading and responding to our common 
selections, after solos at the Sanctuary, and after reflection on my own experiences, I knew 
that over the years I had become grounded in beholding the natural world, approaching and 
joining it in subjective communion, in a reverential, evocative mode.    Just before I fell 
asleep one night, I received a gentle suggestion to view my own life and experience in a 
similarly reverential way.  In this clear moment, the essences of loving kindness meditation 
and beholding came together for me. 

       When I had my conference with Carolyn and Peggy, their careful listening and 
understanding gave me two gifts.  The first was that pursuing a practice of personal 
transformation was as valid as a “teaching in the world” practice, and I can give myself 
permission to take this kind of journey.   The second was the suggestion to explore the views 
of Cynthia Bourgeault, particularly her book Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening as a support 
for establishing a meditation practice.  I was expressing the difficulties I had had in working 
with mindfulness-based meditation.   In an oversimplifying leap, I began to associate 
centering prayer with a rich communal context, whereas mindfulness-based meditation 
seemed to be clear of context and not as meaningful or supportive for me.   

Developing Practice 

       In returning to my Devoted Intention, sketched in June of 2013, I find that my rough 
visual touchstone of a tree with base and branches with continual nourishment from running 
water still has a beautiful shape and all sorts of possibilities, but that my ambitious effort to 
link the “one small square” of the community garden with meditative practice requires more 
time-consuming base-building than I thought.  I have visited the garden in summer and fall 
(for a harvest and Diwali festival) and do expect to work with the immigrants there in the 
coming year as I complete my NCEE certification, working to have it certified as a Backyard 
Wildlife Habitat by the National Wildlife Federation as my community service project and 
creating intergenerational experiential activities for many of my teaching hours.  Insights 
gained from participation in the Inner Life program are foundational for this effort.  The 
“branching” part of my intention, continuing to build community with the families, will 
grow out of this. 
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       So it happens that my developing practice started to sparkle after our June session of 
setting devoted intention and from other reflections mentioned in this essay.   I have been 
able to establish a consistent meditative practice starting with Caitlin Matthews’ Celtic 
Devotional:  Daily Prayers and Blessings, built around the four seasons with morning and evening 
frameworks with open-ended silences incorporated.  This devotional offers structure, 
openness, a pause for sacred silence, and seasonal variation.  Having regular morning and 
evening contemplative times has encouraged me to be energized by the dawn of a new day 
and to close with gratitude in the evening.  I haven’t missed many days in the past year and 
my small book travels well.   Often I am outside, especially in warmer weather.  I have taken 
a Centering Prayer workshop with a retired Episcopal minister associated with Shalem 
Institute, and am participating in a small group for follow-up sessions on the teachings of 
Father Keating.  This is helping to expand my contemplative sessions, though I feel more 
aligned with Bourgeault and Rohr’s perspectives.  I am also reading (on a slow, bedside 
basket schedule) two of Richard Rohr’s books, Everything Belongs: The Gift of Contemplative 
Prayer and Falling Upward:  A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life.   I have also begun to 
incorporate tai chi occasionally following my morning sessions.   I had taken it some years 
ago and decided to incorporate some movement as part of my discipline because 
concentration on breath and form quiets and directs my mind.  My contemplative time 
becomes the “Continuity” in my devoted intention, the running water that nourishes my 
heart tree.  What I feel happening ever so slowly is deeper listening to myself and the world.   
This practice helps me slow down and just be, without the necessity to do.   Continuing to 
develop my practice of beholding, rooted in my Inner Life experiences, will give me tools for 
discernment and new ways of participating in the interconnected web of all life.  This sounds 
like a formulaic platitude, but the methods have been sound ones for experience and 
teaching, and the growth will be organic.   

       It’s all about shifting and changing and being open and ready and humbled and amazed 
at where we all are.  And helping others see and be.  Not exactly new ground, but maybe 
seen with a wider and deeper lens.  Always there but never seen this way.  I’m writing at the 
house in Hertford County that my great-grandfather built.  When my father remodeled it for 
my aunt in the 1970s, he incorporated a series of windows overlooking the side yard - 
perfect for bird-watching.   Amongst the variety of birds, I see a beautiful dove perched aloft 
on the old-fashioned clothes line cross bar repurposed for hanging bird feeders. We fill them 
when we come.  The birds know we are here because we lift the shades and they approach 
the window, remembering that we will feed them.  The dove is preferentially a ground feeder 
and he can’t quite bring himself to fly to the feeder itself (though our Raleigh city doves did 
fly to feeders during the bitter cold winter).   This dove flies to the comfort of a crepe myrtle 
branch, ruffling his iridescent feathers and preening, still watching the feeding area.  I tell my 
husband that I can see that the dove wants to eat the seeds I’ve scattered on the railing.  And 
several minutes later, just a few feet away, the dove is walking slowly along the railing, 
outside of his comfort zone, looking in the window and sampling the seeds.   I imagine that 
the bird sees me watching him, that we are making eye contact, though I can’t be sure if he 
sees through the window.  He’s brave and I salute him respectfully for stepping out of his 
comfort zone.  I ask the blessing of similar gracefulness and beauty when I do the same. 

       Certainly another unexpectedly wonderful impact on my practice has been the birth of 
my first grandson, Vann, in early 2013.   He lives a few miles from us.  Being able to spend 
time with him (and with my son as a father) has been so miraculous and joyful in its 
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unfolding.  I am fortunate and grateful.   A beautiful early fall day stands out.  We’re on the 
old, take-outside king size comforter that my own children sat on.  There are fallen leaves 
and blue sky and warm air all around.  He can sit himself up but doesn’t yet know that he 
COULD crawl.  I don’t think he’s ever sat outside on a big blanket before.  We smile and 
laugh.  He grabs a leaf and likes the crunch.  He moves it closer to mouth and eye but then a 
breeze rustles the trees and a bird calls.  He knows to look up.  And then he sees the bird fly.  
He follows it as far as his head can turn.   He looks over at me and smiles.  The wind moves 
the air just a bit, like an invisible hand, without a trace of coolness.   He closes his eyes and 
lifts his head up, straight up to the sky, and he smiles.  Yes he does.  And I smile too, 
reveling in just this bright beholding.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barbara Buescher is a retired librarian in Raleigh, NC.  She holds graduate degrees in 
English Education (Ed.D) and Comparative Literature (M.A.), as well as public school 
specialist certifications in Reading, Curriculum Design, and ESL. Though she has taught 
preschool through graduate level students, managed a public library, and been a state 
education consultant, she spent half of her working years as an elementary school librarian, 
where she often used children’s literature and information resources to encourage curiosity 
about and communion with the natural world.   In retirement, she teaches ESL and 
citizenship classes.  Her current interests include life story writing, contemplative practice, 
and environmental education.  
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	  A Passage in This Moment We Call a Year 

by 

Marcy Cook 

 

       My journey as a passage in this moment we call a year, has simply been about finding a 
deep reflective stillness to make room for the discovery and nurturing of my own soul. This 
inner life connection has touched me in a profound way as I continue to reveal to myself the 
deepest neglect and abandonment within my true being and as I discover the warmest 
nurturing presence of the universe as it breathes silently around me. 

       A new practice of communion within this space has opened some small cracks slowly 
allowing the warm light inside and the renewing breezes of Mother Earth to be deeply 
inhaled. Clearing and healing have been definitive processes for me over the past year or so 
in various intervals and in unexpected ways. With the absence of ego driven expectation and 
the rejection of mind voice agendas I have finally tasted sweet peace and solitude. I am 
staying closely centered on this frequency of just listening, being still, and sensing all that is 
around me. Being present to this beholding has been challenging as the struggle for control 
and release between mind and soul perpetuates as an ongoing daily banter. Despite the toil 
of undoing the cultural synthetic and the labor of de-cluttering the dominant mundane, it has 
been a transition point of my life that I will recall vividly in future days. 

       There is an indescribable beauty of wonder and a sound of energy that is twinkling with 
new life inside each being and within every form of the universe. This musical thread is the 
same and will always be true to those who stay plugged into it. Humans have been the only 
species that have allowed ourselves to become so coldly unattached to this wondrous life of 
the internal and its presence in the natural world. Denying our own nature the very 
connection and substance it needs to fulfill itself is denying the Earth its inevitable right to 
be. 

       Through my sensing, at moments I have most deeply felt the utter sorrow and suffering 
of this planet we lie down upon each night. While we sleep, she spins and trembles in the 
darkest hour waiting for us to come closer. There is a collective knowing within the eyes of 
every creature, ripple of water, and bloom. To me, “The Great Story” is a romance, a tragedy, 
and a revelation all at the same time. It’s everywhere. 

       This painful sadness has run deep through my body in recent days, and I long for the 
promise of life and peace in our time. It may be true that time as we know it has torn away 
our hopes and has faded the possibility of change as we imagine it; however, the universe 
remains immortal in itself as we all may be just drifting crystals of snow in this current ice 
age of humanity. Only with a new season of light and a great awakening will we see the 
refertilization of souls and the homecoming of kindred subjects to begin again. Allowing 
myself the space to feel grief and slowly work through that darkest space, I’m remaining 
open to the transformative next step to a renewed strength and state of mind. 
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       So, words to describe my experience would be exploring, clearing, brooding, listening, 
sensing, falling, grieving, expressing, healing, growing, listening, watching, sensing, waiting, 
and knowing… 

       Much like the molting process of our beautiful backyard hens, our nature is also meant 
to perhaps recreate itself into new forms through an inner and sometimes outer 
transformation. I observe this cycle of… taking a break from laying, sometimes brooding 
into a deep meditative stare that lasts for days, nestling into their favorite earth cradles of 
rich dirt, stopping their chronic busyness to just peacefully bask in the sun, awkwardly losing 
their feathers, then finding their regrowth and totally new beautiful self again. 

       This grief and deep inner work has actually brought me to face my own personal 
feelings of hidden pain and silent suffering and to reassess my life in a most contemplative 
way. My happiness, my health, my purpose, and the toxins that are conflicting those things 
have been a major focal point for the latter part of this program as I’ve headed into a 
mindful path of navigating major transition in my life. 

       My intended practice has actually morphed and changed somewhat, and I expect it to 
continue its movable pattern inside of me as time turns. Working directly with my daughter 
for five weeks of a home schooling experiment was amazing, and it gave us a very special 
time to bond and connect on new deeper levels. Through this brief period my daughter was 
able to learn and experience mindfulness through meditation, which is something she has 
now been able to continue within herself even at a new school environment. Her awakened 
sense has given her the ability to better focus herself, find peace, and hear her sweetest inner 
spirit. I shared concepts from various sources and she has definitely grasped the deeper 
connection with nature in a very open way. The seed has been planted, and my work will 
continue to nurture that space for connection through her and through my own inner child. 
In the intensively uncertain times we are living in right now I see my inner work as critical 
and immediate to preparing for the unknown days ahead. 

       The next turn of my practice and focus has been in exploring a potential apprenticeship 
with The Center assisting Peggy with promotion and marketing development. Finding an 
occasional outlet of my creative mind and an application for my focus and practice here 
within the Center has been a very inviting and warm experience for me so far. My desires to 
give and share have been rewarded, and I truly look forward to whatever lies ahead on this 
new future path. 

       The current metamorphic changes in my life surround a very close personal relationship 
and finding ways to rebirth it into a new healthier place to be. I’ve moved, downsized, and 
simplified my life in various ways. My days ahead will be about creating time and space to 
nurture this new growth Spring has delivered in its faithful and beautiful hands. My daily 
practice – or almost daily – has been greatly enhanced with reading The Celtic Devotional by 
Caitlin Matthews and also soaking in the beautiful words of Anam Cara by John Donohue. 
My reading diet is becoming full with things I crave, books or words that often just find me, 
and my soul loves that. 

       In my own reflection over the past two years or so, my inner life work has been quite a 
molting process of a sort I suppose. The breaking down and rebirthing inside my soul and 
even within relationships has led me to a most unexpected place in the present. I have truly 
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received such a revelation of my own existence and more importantly of the extent of the 
neglect of my deepest self. Each day is a tiny step forward as I continue to follow this 
growing essence of intuitive feminine energy that has bloomed inside of me. This year, 
Spring itself has spoken to me in the most deliberate and revealing ways – like nothing 
before. I have listened with all my senses, and it’s hard to describe the flowing silence that 
sweeps through the breeze or lingers on a tiny newborn blossom. The moon itself has 
awakened me in the midst of the night for just a sweet gaze, a quiet reminder of the season 
we call life. It knowingly re-seeds my contemplative waves of thought, like a shoreline caught 
between shyness and rage. I am living again. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marcy Cook is an entrepreneur, community volunteer, activist, and mother. She attended 
Pensacola University in Florida and also Southern Art Institute in Birmingham, Alabama 
where she studied graphic design and interior space planning. Marcy spent much of her 
earlier career in various facets of corporate America where she was inevitably unfulfilled. 
Now as a small business owner of over thirteen years Marcy focuses her design and graphic 
talents on helping local businesses market themselves directly to consumers through a 
popular direct mail publication she co-created. Marcy also loves to share her time with 
causes close to her heart, mostly with issues related to Earth preservation and connecting 
children to nature. An evolving simpler life, gardening design, art, and alternative research 
study keep Marcy grounded as she continues to seek the wisdom of the universe around her. 
Her ten-year-old daughter Amelia reminds her of the future of the next generation now in 
the balance, and that motivates Marcy to stay centered in harmony with things we can 
change within ourselves and also with the energies of possibility in every collective breath we 
take together. 
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Reflections on a Personal Practice 

 

by 

 

Doreen Dvorscak 

 

       Frustrated by my seeming inability to write this reflection, I decide to re-visit my 
purposes for participating in the Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and Practice 
program in the first place. 

       Turning to my application, I find these words, written in the summer of 2012: 

       I am lucky to be of the generation of “last children in the woods.”  Most of my childhood was spent 
outside, free to explore the wonder and beauty of nature in every possible way.  Although I was a child of 
suburbia, my family always lived near the edge of woods with water close by, almost always in the form of a 
creek.  My brothers and sisters and I were outside “until the street lights came on” ~ safe to wander and play 
on our own, often far from the sight of any houses or streets. 

       My application continues with an explanation of my experiences in various Waldorf 
trainings, and, in particular, a specific moment at Sunbridge Institute in Chestnut Ridge, 
New York, in the summer of 2011.  

        A teacher in my Waldorf Early Childhood program said that it didn’t matter to the children what we 
did as teachers, no matter how much we might do.  What mattered to the children was who we were.  That as 
teachers of very young children we needed to be healthy, spiritually fulfilled, and well balanced in our lives.   

       I had been doing far too much and had become completely enmeshed in creating the very best possible 
Kindergarten experience that I could, to the point that it had overtaken every part of my life.  I had neglected 
my family life, my personal life, and my inner life. 

       I immediately began making changes to attempt to restore balance within myself.  Possibly the biggest 
change was to give up being lead Kindergarten teacher at Rainbow, and becoming an Assistant.  I am 
working on numerous other life style changes.  And, best of all, I have been spending far more time outside, 
rediscovering the peace, joy, contentment, wonder, and fulfillment that nature brings.    

       Okay.  This is helpful.  Next, the choosing of my devoted intention for my personal 
practice.  I am very good at designing personal practices for myself.  I have decades of 
experience.  I make lofty goals and generate numerous methods of achieving them.  I 
fashion elaborate charts, lengthy checklists, and motivational posters for myself.  My 
enthusiasm is enormous and my expectations are high. 

       Actually practicing a personal practice, I am not good at.  At all.  In fact, I have come to 
suspect that my rather stupendous and complicated personal practice designs are actually a 
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form of self-sabotage.  After all, how could anyone be expected to accomplish all the various 
intricacies of my overly ambitious plans? 

       An important distinction here.  Personal practice meaning that it is for me.  That’s 
where I fail.  When it comes to doing things, especially as a teacher, it’s hard to stop me. 

       So, deciding on this personal practice was an enormous struggle for me.  Perhaps 
something having to do with birds, bugs, butterflies, and bees.  Ah, yes.  I know that I can 
do those things.   

       I can DO those things.  I’d fallen into a trap, slipped back into the habitual life pattern 
that I was trying to change.  Doing rather than being.  Making my personal practice about 
something I know I can do isn’t actually a personal practice for me.  I’m deliberately 
distancing and disconnecting from MY SELF.  If this is meant to be for me, it can’t be 
something I already know I can do. 

       I’ve always been envious of those who have a morning practice.  So that will be my 
choice.  To get up early enough that I can have a moment outside each day.  But what will I 
do?  I will greet the four directions, I will ring a chime, I will do sun salutations, I will light 
incense, I will meditate, I will journal . . . Sigh.  More doing. 

 

My Devoted Intention for My Personal Practice 

Every morning, I will, before I do anything else (except to pee), I will go outside. 

I will go outside every morning before engaging in the activities that are my morning rhythm. 

I will go outside every morning. 

I will begin my practice with this.  I will not plan beyond this.  All the wonderful ideas that rush to me, 
beautiful thoughts about how I can enrich, improve, deepen and make better – “the best that I can do” – will 
be put away. 

I will not plan any further doing. 

I am a “human being,” but have become far too focused on myself as a “human doing.”  For now, I will be. 

What evolves, if it does, will evolve.  I will let go of desires to make that happen. 

I excel at doing. 

I will practice being. 

I will bring a rock from this place to remind myself of this promise to myself.  To be. 

       And so I begin my new personal practice.  I sit on a swing on my front screen porch.  
Hold my rock and breathe the fresh air.  Look at the trees and flowers.  Watch the birds and 
the butterflies.  It is lovely.  So easy.  Why had I never been able to practice a practice 
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before?  I buy myself a very beautiful journal.  Carefully inscribe my devoted intention.  I 
write, “I have gone outside every morning.  Five days.  It’s very nice ~ I like it.”  (That is the 
final thing written in my beautiful journal.) 

       Truth be told, journaling aside, my practice continues fairly well.  But as the school year 
begins, it becomes more challenging.  I can no longer remain outside for an unlimited 
amount of time.  This awareness generates some anxiety and diminishes the experience a bit. 

       At our October informal gathering at Sacred Mountain Sanctuary I share positive 
feelings about my personal practice.  While I am not managing to be outside every morning, 
I am outside often enough to feel successful and satisfied.  During the ride back to Asheville 
with John Shackelton, I express a mild concern about the increasing chill in the mornings.  
He immediately asks what my plan is for the approaching time when morning temperatures 
might literally make it too difficult to continue my practice outside.  My initial blustery 
response is that I will, of course, push through ~ wrap myself in blankets, use a hot water 
bottle, heat stones for my feet… 

       Sigh.  With a very small wry smile John tells me that flexibility is always necessary and 
that change is always inevitable.  He says I should begin making my plans for colder weather 
and suggests I might find an inside spot by a window where I can observe the outside world 
from the warmth of my home. 

       After many years of knowing him, I know to not question his wisdom.  But I am 
dissatisfied with the idea of observing nature from inside.  

       Feeling very flexible, I shift my morning practice to the late afternoon.  Upon arriving 
home from school each day, I go directly to my back yard, sit in my favorite Adirondack 
chair, and enjoy the beauty of nature all around me.  I don’t even need my rock.  The lack of 
mosquitoes frees me from the screen porch and, without the time restrictions of the 
mornings, I feel even more truly immersed in my practice. 

       But November comes, and with it the end of daylight savings time.  School becomes 
busier, home life becomes more intense and somehow, without even being aware of it, my 
practice ends.  Simply stops. 

       The familiar feeling of having failed at doing something for me returns.  Not feeling 
successful at changing my being, I return to doing.  Not being enough and doing too 
much…it seems that I have accomplished nothing. 

       At our Sacred Mountain Sanctuary informal gathering in February, many of us shed 
tears.  There seems to be a general feeling of, perhaps, disillusionment.  February is such a 
difficult time of year.  Several of us wish we were at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary.  We miss 
the sense of community and the warmth of our gatherings there.  Sacred Mountain, while 
beautiful, feels harsh and raw. 

       Why isn’t this working?  I return again to my application.   

       Participation in the Inner Life of the Child in Nature will help me to continue my own inner 
development as I continue to seek balance in my life.  As I continue to become more of who I am, I will 
become an even better teacher of young children.  And I will be more able to provide experiences for my 
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students to help them develop their own inner lives in nature.  This is so very important to me.  I am well 
aware that my own childhood in nature, something that I took for granted at the time, was a gift of 
tremendous value.  I hope to “re-pay” the gift by sharing it in every way that I possibly can. 

       Spring arrives slowly, and, almost imperceptibly, I begin to notice certain things.  To 
make certain realizations.  

       In the mornings, before making my breakfast, I become distracted by the view outside 
the French doors to my back yard.  I stand in silence, watching the birds at our feeders.  
Many minutes pass before I become aware of the time.  I am “beholding” every morning, 
but not because I planned to.  I’m just being.  This is simply a part of me.  

       The children listen eagerly as I identify the birds, insects, and even the small snake that 
we discover in our “Secret Garden.”   I am building a castle of sticks and the children weave 
it together with brightly colored yarn.  I am enriching my children’s experiences in nature.  
Not because I planned to, but because I am simply being who I am. 

      At home, my husband and I plant new gardens and rejuvenate old ones.  I create the 
Monarch way station that I have been wanting for years.  We spend hours outside each day, 
swinging on the porch swing, relaxing in the Adirondack chairs, enjoying the birds, and 
digging in the dirt.  Bluebirds are building a nest in a birdhouse that has been vacant since we 
first put it up, many years ago.  I am feeling happy and more balanced. 

       I begin to believe that I have gone about this all wrong.  It seems that I am not, no 
matter how much I may wish to be, a person who practices a planned personal daily practice.  
No matter how much I may wish to be, I am not a person who meditates, journals, or who 
can deliberately “behold.”  And that is okay.  I seem to have confused my desire to be as a 
desire to be someone who I am not.  And I have, once again, confused being with doing.   

       The truth is right there in my own application. “As I continue to become more of who I am, I 
will become.”  What matters is that I be aware of who I am.  And ever appreciative. 

 

 

Doreen Dvorscak is a Kindergarten teacher at Rainbow Community School in Asheville, 
North Carolina.  Previously, she was the Drama teacher at Community School in Roanoke, 
Virginia; working with children ages four through fourteen.  She was also the Costume 
Designer and taught a variety of theatre classes at Hollins University.  Prior to that Doreen 
and her husband ran the theatre program at St. Andrew’s-Sewanee School in Sewanee, 
Tennessee (where she also taught 10th grade English Literature).  Doreen received her Master 
of Fine Arts degree in Child Drama from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
and her undergraduate degree in Theatre from James Madison University.  She has been an 
actor and director in university and professional theater productions and is also a certified 
children’s yoga instructor.  Doreen is very interested in Waldorf Early Childhood education 
and has completed two summer sessions at Sunbridge Institute in New York and also the 
two-year Foundation Studies in Anthroposophy and the Arts.  She is currently participating 
in the LifeWays Early Childhood training.  
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Wait to be Given 
 

by 
 

Brigid Fox 
 
 

       I suppose that most of my understandings came not from my practice but from the 
lessons I learned while attending the Inner life of the Child program.  Putting the thoughts 
and messages into a practice at times felt a bit contrived.  Rather like planting a garden to 
mimic nature instead of turning the bed over to the Earth and allowing the change to 
happen.  While I feel the importance of a goal to develop and participate in a practice, I had 
to let the practice go at times and follow it to where it led me.  My practice began as a 
prescription to be physically in nature 5 days each week and journal about the experience, 
but the real practice became a retreat to the natural world each day – if not physically, then at 
least mentally, and always emotionally – reflecting inwardly.   

       What I gained is hard to pinpoint in the same way it is hard to identify exactly the most 
beautiful day of spring – it is a continuum and perhaps in hindsight, you can choose a day.  
If I were to make a list of “what I got from my practice”, the difficulty would be finding a 
starting point.  When was it that I did not have the knowledge that nature’s cycles reflect my 
own?  When was it that I first found small moss beds to be inspiring and holding secrets that 
by sitting still I may learn?  Was there a time that I did not know that nature does not have 
an agenda other than living life to its fullest potential?  

       I think of myself as a child, playing in the woods, making mud cakes and watching 
leaves float down the creek after a good rain.  I must have known these secrets then.  I 
found such joy in the time spent interacting (playing, working, etc) with my own outside 
surroundings.  I feel that my connection to the larger world community was on a much 
deeper level than I gave thought.  Time passed and my focus shifted and perhaps those ideas 
and lessons were not practiced like they once were – a little rusty. 

       My return to these connections and understandings was disguised as a need for a “fun 
job”.  When I began my stint as a camp counselor (a stint that would last for about 12 years) 
I did not know that I was craving the comforts of the rhythm and beauty and even the 
“ugliness” of nature.  I was not receiving that sort of feedback from my hectic school career.  
Knowing that I choose my current place of work largely for its respect of and support for 
children – and the teachers – being outside, free to learn what they need to, makes complete 
sense now.  All this is hindsight of course. 

       When was it that I learned to walk silently and notice the tiniest sprouts?  Where did I 
see my first mushroom and imagine its role in the world – real or fantastical?  Wasn’t I 
always someone who sought beautiful vistas and wide open skies?  How did I learn to 
connect to the grass in a way that soothed me and felt respectful to its purpose?  Again, 
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these are all parts of me from long ago.  It seems that my practice and my work in the Inner 
Life of the Child program served to help me articulate my profound need to re-connect to 
nature. 

       I know that in my practice I began to intentionally be outside, quietly observing, 
communing, rather than just happening to find myself outside.    I found that with intention, 
I was outside more and more and knowing how and why.  Many deeper understandings of 
my own life mysteries presented themselves. 

       I spent many times considering nature’s inability to “judge”.  For an acorn sprouting 
into an oak, it either will or it won’t.  There is no blame if it doesn’t.  There is no celebration 
if it does.  I marvel at the beauty and shared space and time within the natural world.  The 
competition for space is a survival rather than a “deserved” or “earned” right.  It is 
refreshing to observe beings that coexist harmoniously and have no problem sharing what 
they don’t need – extra water, shed leaves, rich soil, limbs for shelter.  There is no cost or 
value associated within the crashing waves.  When speaking of “the biggest” wave, it is not 
of nature but rather of a human interpretation.   

       In my reviewing my practice and attempts at communing authentically, I came across 
some conflicting reflections.   I expressed deep gratitude one December morning when I 
wrote in my journal about the quickness of recovery.  “I am touched by the attention the 
universe pays to me.  I ask, and it provides.  I give in to a moment of panic, and the universe 
eases my worries.  I see no way out, and the universe disappears my fears.”  But sometimes 
that connection is not so easy to reach.  Another day I question where the connection 
is,“where’s my soul, my wounded, brooding soul?  How do I reach the spot of gladness and 
joy?  Call grace, call beauty, call kindness and warmth.  Am I receiving and not really 
noticing?”    Another time I reflect on being with the dawn and dusk without expectations as 
an opening for me “to coexist and notice.  When I try to take a moment to fully appreciate 
the gift of a day, I find that I am looking and hearing from a very egocentric point of view.  
‘Ok Earth, I’m ready.  What message do you have for me?’  When I genuinely connect, 
notice rather than grasp, I hear the message and feel the intensity of the moment.  It comes 
in flashes of time.  It occurs on my way to work, on my way home from dance lessons, while 
I am making dinner.  This touches my heart and soul and resonates truly.  One day perhaps 
my life will have more space for intentional pause.  But for now, I feel delighted when the 
sky colors, or clouds form, or a sudden flash of a black and red wing splash into my line of 
sight.”  The lesson is to be open, don’t take, wait to be given.   

       Another theme that I returned to over and over again as I struggled to find a way to 
understand the beauty of the natural world was purpose.  What is the purpose of all this 
beauty?  What is the purpose of all the existence?  To be content that my existence is 
significant to the flow and rhythm is a challenge.  I noted in one journal entry that 
“metaphors for the human existence are everywhere.  To reclaim, understand, and live in a 
feeling of existence is essential.  To know and respect all is the work.  Do not think in terms 
of value.  Instead think in terms of absence and presence.  Art that is created of negative 
space is the same significance as that of positive space.  You see them both.  Music that 
soothes your soul is of equal significance to music that stirs irritation.  If you try to be more 
significant, you are seeking power.”  Sitting on a hillside, I was struck by this question of 
purpose.  “The mountains won’t remember us.  What is truly important won’t know a thing 
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we did.  There will be nothing of us.  No vision, no memory, no artifact.”  Next written was 
an opening granted where a new concept was received.  “Fresh air blows through and says 
the mountains will be us.  What is truly important will know us as it knows itself.  All there 
is, is all that we will be.  A brush with understanding.  A glimpse of peace.  A reminder of 
the gratitude I share.  Pieces will come together and reform.  Puzzles of trees, water, a 
breath, a bee, a snake, a cat, a mom, a daughter, a son and father, a stone to share a story if 
you listen long.”  Our purpose just is.  I question my own significance and receive the 
answers.  I must be open to, listen, and be fully present about the world of which I will 
always be a necessary part. 

       In Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with Thomas Berry, Carolyn Toben recorded 
her conversation with Thomas about relationships.  He spoke about the sacredness of our 
relationships.  I notice that the intimacy experienced in nature is on display, shared neither 
by choice or necessity, but rather as a way of relating.  On one walk at the Earth Sanctuary I 
wrote “The bird does not wait for me to turn away before she continues to care for her 
nested family.  But still I avert my eyes out of respect for her privacy.”  Of course she did 
not need privacy, the intimacy in the care of her precious offspring is real, however the need 
to protect the image is something I imagined.  As Thomas Berry said to Carolyn “The 
natural world has its own meaning within itself; it is not the meaning humans give to it.  
Consciousness comes when we awaken to an understanding of the richness and diversity of 
it all.”1  In a later chapter, Thomas says “Everyone and everything calls for recognition, the 
longing to be known for its special presence.  To deprive any being of this sacred quality is 
to disrupt the total order of the universe.”2 

       So, my practice continues to evolve carrying on to help me to find understanding, 
connection, and balance.  As I look out my windows now, I see the spring cycle in full glory, 
blue sky, and infinite shades of green, blossoms, blooms, and birds.  I hear the songs 
between the creatures and know that each is saying something that will go unforgotten by 
the Earth.  My own children will sing and dance outside on this day, probably barefoot.  I 
will breathe the air and feel refreshed and peaceful.  I wonder if today will be the most 
beautiful day of spring. 

 

Brigid Fox is the 1st-3rd grade teacher at Mountain Sun Community School in Brevard, 
NC.  She graduated from the University of Texas with an education degree specializing in 
youth and community studies in 1993.  Knowing that she did not fit into a “box” of 
education, she spent 10 years working within the summer camp and environmental 
education arena - teaching children and being outside.  Adjusting work schedules to become 
a mother, she took the opportunity to complete teacher training through Western Carolina 
University in 2002.  She has found her niche and the support for children’s developmental 
needs at Mountain Sun.  She continues to be inspired by the belief of education as “alive”, 
not stuck in curriculum, standards, and pedagogy.  Creativity is at the base of not only her 
educational approach, but at all aspects of her life. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with 
Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 59.	  
2 Ibid., 69. 
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Centerings 
 

by 
 

Pamela Goodrum 
 
 

 
“The natural world is infused with the presence of the Divine. As we enter into it in a state 

of receptivity and courtesy, its sacred dimension reveals itself to us.  Everything has this 
dimension with a certain identity and dignity to be honored in a profound way. If we did 

this, we would not be able to violate the integrity of the planet in any way.”1 
 

~ Thomas Berry 
 
       My intentions for a practice during the second year of the Inner Life of the Child in 
Nature program were pretty clear, clarity being rather unusual for me.  This clarity of 
purpose came to me during my final solo at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary at the end of the 
first year. I walked out into the woods that day with an open heart and mind, carrying the 
question into the natural world: “What could my practice look like?” An answer came 
through me as I quietly gazed at a dragonfly dancing amongst Queen Anne’s Lace, as I 
spotted the perfectly heart shaped leaf of a delicate plant on the ground, as I marveled at the 
symmetry of the plants and frond I was passing through, as I took in the graceful flight of 
birds in the air.  
  
       The answer that came to me during that walk was through another question. Can a 
practice be cultivated of discovering objects in the natural world that leads children, leads me 
as their guide, to experiencing more deeply that which is sacred? Can an object from nature 
be used to help in the telling of the Great Story that Thomas Berry so eloquently wrote 
about? So my intention was to pursue this inquiry through the collection and contemplation 
of objects, with the hopes that the children I worked with would move closer towards the 
experience of communion of subjects. As nature would have it, plans shifted and evolved. 
 
       This year I was an assistant 5th grade teacher at Rainbow Community School. Each 
morning the children in every class at Rainbow, from preschool through 8th grade, begin 
their day with a centering. During this centering time a candle is usually lit, silently the 
children breathe deeply into the moment, and collectively they set an intention for the day. 
This is a time for the spiritual domain to be activated, to bring balance to the whole child 
before embarking on a day filled with mental, social and creative activity.  I believe the 
spiritual domain is at core of all of us. When the children consciously pick up this strand first 
thing each day, an awareness is awakened that allows for deeper learning throughout all the 
domains. My practice occurred during this centering time, one day a week. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with 
Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 128.	  
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       The intention of the centerings I designed this year was to subtly probe the children’s 
inner life through an activity or experience grounded in the sacredness of the natural world.  
Attention was paid to the rhythm of nature through the changing seasons. Often a current 
unit of study - rivers, magnetism, poetry - was a springboard for spiritual reflection through 
the natural world. I would often go into nature myself and ask for guidance in designing a 
centering so that an element of the sacred might be revealed, so that some aspect of the soul 
might be touched. This planning time was at the heart of my practice, a time when I 
consciously opened my heart and mind to guidance from the natural world. Sometimes I 
experienced moments of clarity and inspiration. Other times lacked numinous 
enlightenment, and I just created an activity and let nature take its course. And truthfully, the 
more intuitively I could respond in the present moment to the needs of the children, to the 
guidance I felt from nature, the more magical the experience became. 
 
       The centerings were varied. They included: guided silent walks around campus, painted 
reflections after visiting a river, sketches of signs of autumn and spring as revealed to them 
by a classmate, individually written meal blessings honoring the earth and self created 
personal animal totem cards. The children contemplated the historical value of maize and 
strung dried corn necklaces, they wrote poetry about the river, wild animals and the 
experience of using their five senses in nature, they honored the equinoxes and solstice, they 
hugged trees in silence, and on Earth Day faced East with the warm glow of a morning sun 
on their faces until they felt a song word come to their hearts. Many of these centerings are 
documented, some with photos and selected examples of the children’s awakenings. The 
fruit of this practice will be a collection of these centerings compiled into a booklet. 
 
       What of the deeper fruit of this practice? A tangible product is an accomplishment 
indeed, and may become a resource for teachers at my school. However, the awakening of 
awareness, the deepening inner life experience of each child is an intangible experience that 
occurs in silence. Sacredness is silent. Hopefully the children will take from these centerings 
the appreciation for the gifts of Silence. 
 
       This has been a journey of discovery and mystery for me. There were moments with the 
children when I became aware of the great Presence in nature. There was a sense of 
reverence that permeated the children’s reflections, words, images and bodies as they 
immersed themselves in the various nature centerings throughout the year. There were 
moments when a spiritual communion of subjects was revealed, moments when a deep 
awareness of the interconnectedness of life was felt and expressed, moments when an 
imagined shiver rippled through the class. And of course there were moments of 10-year-old 
restlessness and bounciness. 
 
       My practice this year has only served to deepen my conviction in the truth of Thomas 
Berry’s words. “We establish a relationship with the natural world instead of an identity over 
and against it which separates the part from the whole...We discover our fulfillment in those 
deeper moments in which we feel our oneness with the universe.”2  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred, 34-35.	  
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       At Rainbow, blessings are offered at meal and snacks. Most days the children choose a 
blessing written by one of their classmates, the fruit of one of our centerings. They love 
these blessings, and so do I. I am touched by the purity and simplicity of their reverence, so 
I will end my reflection with their words. 

 
“Thank Gaia for the rain and grain 

the fruits and the roots 
for the moon and  stars 

and the lives that gave themselves.  
Thank you.” 

 
“Let the vines grow 
let the flowers bloom 
let the plants sprout 
let the fruit ripen  

to give us this meal.” 
 

“The earth provides us with the things we need,  
the people who love us 

and the joyfulness that brings us together” 
	  

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pamela Goodrum lives in Asheville, NC and works as an assistant teacher. Experience as 
an educator has taken many forms and taken her to many places; these include nutrition 
education in rural NC communities, outdoor education with inner city children, adult literacy 
tutoring, Montessori preschool teaching in California, and English teaching in Japan. She is 
grateful to have landed in the rich learning environment at Rainbow Community School 
where she is able to participate in the nurturing experience of educating the whole child. 
One of her greatest joys is spending time in nature with children, especially with her own 
two. 



	   19	  

To Be Fully Present 

by 

Erin Grosh 

       This past year of carrying on a devoted intention and embracing stillness has brought 
about some lovely insights and helped to shape a new culture on our afternoon playground. 
My goals were to improve upon my own listening and stillness, and to actively work on 
setting aside my task-oriented nature in order to be fully present to the children and provide 
them with quality interactions. 

       I will be the first person to admit that I did not achieve my goal every day of the week.  
Some days were distracted and hurried and the end of the day came with a feeling of relief at 
having made it thus far. But the best days ended with a feeling of connectedness and 
satisfaction, and knowing that the efforts I put forth had helped a small person have a better 
day and look forward to returning again the next. 

       The biggest and hardest work that is performed by the children with whom I share my 
afternoons is navigating the social structure of the playground. While I cannot guarantee that 
bodies and feelings do not get injured, the way in which those injuries are handled can make 
all the difference in whether a child really feels cared for.  Much of my work this year has 
focused on the language I use with the children and slowing down enough to truly make sure 
that they are feeling heard. This work involved much more initial time investment but has 
brought about a new way of communicating at our community meetings and on the 
playground.  

       Through my own slowing down and being still a new space opened up that provided the 
children with an opportunity to communicate what they really needed, which, for 3-5 year 
olds, involved much less bandaging and much more snuggling. Whether the situation 
involved a lost necklace or scraped knee I found that instead of the problem solver, the 
children were much more interested in a sympathizer. The feeling of being connected is the 
biggest part of being well cared for. The children’s requests for the yoga activity that involves 
sitting quietly and holding hands, the hug at the end of a disagreement with friends, or 
crawling into a lap that is available at the end of a long day that isn’t over yet are all asking to 
be connected to others. My task-oriented personality is constantly drawn to fiddle about. 
The patio needs to be swept again. There are weeds coming up in the raised beds. The 
compost could be carried over to the heap. I have to remind myself to stop and be still. Find 
a quiet place where the children can come to me and together we can finish the day. The 
crumbs, and weeds, and compost will all be there tomorrow. Today we must be here for 
each other. 

 

Erin Grosh has worked with the Children’s House Program at The Montessori School of 
Winston-Salem.  This summer, she journeys to Pennsylvania with her family, where they will 
make their new home as her husband begins his medical residency. 
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Honoring the Invisible 
 

by 

 

Mary Hartsell 

 

 

 
       “The invisible things of Him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being 
understood by things that are,” stated in the book of Romans (Holy Bible, 1:20) and 
explored by Hector Ferguson in his book, Spiritual Law Through the Natural World, are the 
same exploration I openly and reverently engaged over the past two years. A year ago, I was 
awakened to the notion of the in-between, a reflection between Dawn and Dusk. I 
discovered that as I rest within a sacred contemplation, the sensory experience of the in-
between will rise up from the deepest crevices of my soul and there my spirit is in resonance 
with universal truths. As I beheld these points of time between dusk and dawn, I became 
acutely aware of the sacred rhythms that flowed between earth, heaven, and the hearts of 
men. These are timeless states of infinity and when we willingly enter beyond these 
thresholds, into the divine sensorium, we create a communion between the natural world 
and man, within the invisible. So my journey began with this exploration of forming a 
communion between the fullness of my being and that of the in-between. It was through 
this imaginable consciousness that I developed sensory connections with the things that are 
and found myself in the presence of and humbled by the invisible. 
  
       I remember sitting under a sweet Chinese maple tree a year ago and its flowing branches 
that created a shelter from the light of day. As I entered into silence, into the divine 
sensorium, a delightful conversation of my desired future path was explored. It was within 
this sacred space that I began molding and massaging an idea about the future of psychiatric 
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and mental healthcare for children, adults, and those who exist within the world of poverty. I 
felt then as I do now, the only hope for the survival of our future generations is assisting in 
the process of developing the “real” and maintaining the “imaginable” connection between 
man and nature. It was at that moment that I made an inner commitment to seek and 
develop strategies within my professional and personal worlds to create a relationship with 
and within the natural world. Thomas Berry’s vision of an unfolding universe story2 and 
Robert and Cheryl Sardello’s (2013), “Christ as the Emerging Human Healer” and “The 
Spiritual Design” courses formed the foundation of my journey for unraveling the mystery 
between the human and nonhuman.3 I made the following covenant with the Center for 
Education, Imagination and the Natural World before beginning this journey with the 
following commitments: 
 
“Practice of Creating Ritual with Children” 

• Create a sacred space for the divine 
• Light a candle and have a silent time for the child’s story to emerge and unfold (end 

session with reflections and use of the natural world as metaphor) 
“In tandem” 

• I will light a candle and spend time in silence with the natural world three times a 
week, holding at least one patient each time. 

• I am committed to avoid diagnosing and begin using language that does not 
marginalize an individual but rather allows their self-esteem to remain intact and deal 
only with a behavior. 
 

       I started on this new path by holding these commitments in my heart and discerning 
how to create sacredness within a sterile therapeutic environment. Each day I drove to and 
from work, I found myself entering silence after completing the “Heart Alignment”, which is 
used in the Sardello’s work when entering the world of silence. I began by placing my 
attention at the center of the mid-brow and inwardly gesturing -I am-, then placing my 
attention at the throat region and inwardly gesturing -It Thinks-, going back to the mid-brow 
and repeating the process to the point that my attention is placed in the heart area and I 
inwardly gesturing -She Feels-, again repeating the process and placing my attention at the 
diaphragm area and inwardly gesturing -He Wills-. As in the course, “Christ as the Emerging 
Human Healer”, after placing attention in the center of the heart, inwardly I gestured the 
word -Christ-. I sensed the vibrations of the gestured word as the sacredness of the silence 
surrounded me. I then gestured the encompassing question surrounding the creating of 
sacredness. Inwardly, I held this question and I listened for the emergence of what was 
coming into being for a renewal of a healing art, while adjusting to the chaos of daily life.  I 
began making concrete efforts to find my way into this question by bringing nature into my 
office, creating Zen gardens, and attempting to transform my current space into a place 
where silence could be experienced as one stepped across the threshold into this still 
environment. Sure enough, as this space is being transformed, individuals respond to a felt 
sense of a presence but there is uncertainty about what the presence is that is being felt. 
  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: 
Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012). 
3 Robert and Cheryl Sardello, https://spiritualearthschool.com/.	  
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       In my daily activities, the spiritual transformation by the contemplative work is 
beginning to emerge using the office and my heart as tools. I will hold images of the felt 
senses within nature while listening and holding the felt senses of celebrations and struggles 
of my patients. It is as though these merged images with their own life forces are 
transformed into changed heartfelt clarity as the patient’s story unfolds. I watch patients as 
they evolve within this changing space. Children are intrigued with the Zen gardens, art, 
images, and will ask about the plants (Wandering Jews and tropical plants) and they use their 
own imagination likening the plants to monster arms as they focus on the leaves draping 
over the bookshelves or the spreading of their arms in an effort to reach towards the light. 
The children will sit by the plant/s and begin touching their leaves and by the end of the 
session, will ask for a cutting. A child will hang over the Zen garden and stare at the sand, 
stones and turtles. I watch them as they stick one finger into the sand, then touching the 
stones, and turtles, finally asking their parents for the same garden. I have watched the most 
energetic child sit on the floor and reduce their area of disruptions as the plants are taking 
over the space. 
  
       Adults will engage in similar conversations as the child. They too enter the room and 
will announce how much they feel calmer within this space. They begin staring at the plants 
and in some cases I watch them touching the plants as well. If I need to leave the room, I 
can reenter and find the adult walking around the room and looking at the Zen garden or 
staring at the multiple plants, stones, and crystals. Are the patients sensing the power and 
safety of the divine or do they have a felt sense of being held within the therapeutic 
wholeness of the earth? 
  
       Concurrently, I attempted to develop a relationship with a tree through creating a sacred 
garden around this relational site for my daily meditations and hoping that I would discover 
the answer/s to my pressing question/s. Yet day after day, I had little time to maintain this 
relationship, but while driving to and from work, these cognitive processes were not in 
action and instead I experienced the world of silence. I gazed upon the changing clouds, the 
emerging sun and moon, announcements of the differing seasons, weather patterns and I 
experienced a connection with the natural world, all of which surrounded me. I found myself 
fascinated with the woods and noticed the lack of human interactions, different from my 
own childhood experiences. In my imagination as a child, the woods and nature became my 
scientific laboratory to learn about who I was and what I wanted to be, while the creatures of 
the woods became my friends and confidants. I was full of gratitude as I tapped into these 
old memories yet I was unaware of the new emerging wisdom from these past recollections 
and connections with all that engulfed my senses as I drove to work. It was becoming 
apparent that the more I was nestled within this sacred space of time, my interactions and 
desires began to change with those around me. I was in the process of surrendering to the 
will of the invisible as I recognized my own connection within the sacred web of life.  

  
       My inner voice began to well up and nudged me to -remember the faceless-. 
Cognitively, I wanted to answer the call by engaging with the homeless while attempting to 
understand what homelessness is reflecting in the world. Slowly, “faceless” became an image 
of the invisible, which I experienced from every direction. My contemplations increased 
around these questions and my awareness began to deepen. In fact, after the ice storm and 
driving to work, I actually felt a visceral reaction and sensed the suffering of the woods as I 
saw trees toppled over or limbs splintered from their trunk. My contemplations took on a 
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different character over time, which allowed my soul to become a witness to the invisible 
and nature allowed the virtues to unfold as universal truths.  I began exploring the different 
virtues of caring, faith, trust, hope, sorrowful, reverence-and their felt sense within my heart 
and its outward expression within the world. I was quite amazed that, at our last gathering, 
the universe offered up the virtue “compassion” and its importance within my current work. 
No different as when Albert Schweitzer was floating down Ogooue’ River in Africa and 
watching the hippos.4 He had an overwhelming inner sense for the virtue “reverence for 
life” which was a defining moment for this brilliant physician and artist. As with Schweitzer, 
using contemplation and holding compassion, I only minimally touched the fullness of Jesus’ 
walk on the earth and his compassion for the whole even with his horrific suffering. In my 
own work, I am acutely aware that there is no room for judgment and that compassion is the 
avenue towards the hearts of others. So, I must continue this work of exploration. I know 
that it is a life long process for my developing soul no matter what my age. I can only hope 
and trust that the universe will influence my soul and spirit through similar experiences, 
which occurred for Jesus, Schweitzer, and many others. 
  
       This last year has taken on a different twist than I ever expected. I photographed many 
images of my experiences and felt senses as I explored the many avenues of my relationship 
between man and the natural world. My original covenant is in progress but I believe it will 
continue to emerge as I nourish my own soul. I have achieved about half of the 
commitments and the one I am most surprised at is my changing relationship with my 
patients. I have found myself listening more and responding less. I am working less with a 
diagnosis and more with metaphors, reflecting the needs of the soul. It has been amazing to 
witness “aha” moments of individuals as they discover a new beginning of contemplating 
their own souls’ desires. I am striving to establish a partnership with an individual and offer 
more alternatives using the spirit to guide us through the healing process. I was at a 
contemplative weekend with the Sardello’s and I walked the labyrinth while holding a soul’s 
expressive quality. That night, I had a walk with Christ in my body. We engaged in a loving 
interaction of the universal truths about our bodies. We traveled through the blood and 
organs and I discovered how our bodies are in resonance with the universe and we parallel 
the life of the natural world. It was an awakening to the term-mind, body, and spirit. I felt an 
overwhelming blessing to have had this experience, yet confused how this new reality could 
become a felt sense for others. I know that language is a significant barrier, which prevents 
the fullness of this type of experience. Moreover, language is a barrier in any interaction 
especially as expression with soul. 
 
       Emma Kunz, who engaged in sacred geometry in the 1890’s and used Mandalas as a 
source of healing, engaged in contemplative practices and designed Mandalas as the soul’s 
expression through this art form.5 She would offer a particular geometric Mandala for an ill 
individual to hold in his/her heart and determine if it could help relieve their suffering. She 
felt that this form of healing would not become prevalent until the 21st century. Now more 
than ever, Mandalas are used as an expression of the soul. Even Tibetan monks can 
determine if one of their counter monks is ill by witnessing when their side of the Mandala is 
out of balance. How beautiful to determine what is out of balance and needs rebalancing, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 George Marshall and David Poling, Schweitzer, A Biography (Baltimore, MD: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2000). 
5 Emma Kuntz, http://www.emma-kunz.com/english/emma-kunz/. 
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and done through a form of art.  Mandalas can be just the tool to overcome the language 
barrier, which may be the tool to overcome this barrier in my own work. What I have 
learned is that humans (children, adults, and aging) need a creative and imaginative process 
that will express the soul and spirit qualities in order to change relationship/s with the 
natural world and reestablish a balance.  It is a blessing to know that as I work imaginatively 
with an individual who holds an intention, the whole is affected, so making strides towards 
re-establishing balance within the universe. My work, our work, is a great chasm to cross, but 
starting the process is absolutely a necessity. It was amazing to be a part of this two-year 
process. My direction is clear and intentions are focused on re-establishing balance for an 
individual and the natural world. I have made only baby steps and am an infant at best on 
my journey towards mind-body-spirit imagination. Clearly, my discovering and surrendering 
to the invisible has been extraordinary and humbling but necessary for this work. My journal 
through these two-years has a beginning but no end.  So, I leave you with an example of my 
photographic journaling, a poem, and a collage for my work in “Honoring the Invisible”. 
 

Prayer of Hope 
 

Dear God, 
Deep in my heart 

where darkness becomes light….. 
I hope that the stars will 

bring warmth to my life….. 
I see the twinkle 

as the images fade….. 
I long for your presence 
throughout my stay….. 

I press toward the edges of the endless space and cry to the heavens, 
revealing the sorrow I face….. 

Come close to my world 
and show me the way….. 

I hold to this wonder 
as I give thanks for each day. 

 
 
Dr. Mary Hartsell is both a Family Nurse Practitioner and a Family Psychiatric and Mental 
Health Nurse Practitioner. She received her Bachelorette in Nursing from UNCG in 1981. 
She returned to graduate school received her Master in Science of Nursing with a 
concentration in Administration of Systems at Duke University in 1996. Dr. Hartsell was 
committed to health of individuals and returned to school and achieved a Post-Masters at 
Duke University in 1999 as a FNP. In 2004, She attended Rush University in Chicago and 
received another Post-Masters as a PMHNP-F in 2006. She holds a Doctorate of Nursing 
Practice from Duke University. She has worked in many capacities of nursing and includes 
Pediatrics, Psychiatry, Home Care, Internal Medicine, and Family Health. She currently 
provides care within a private practice in Durham, NC, where she practices as a nurse 
practitioner and therapist where she specializes in providing holistic care to individuals with 
complex chronic medical and psychiatric illnesses. Dr. Hartsell has studied extensively the art 
of contemplative meditation and has incorporated these practices as the foundation of her 
clinical work.  
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The Wren and Dragonfly 

by 

Carol Hett 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Some years ago, when I was bereft, I asked the wren to stay with me.  This wren was 
classified as a Carolina Wren because of its morphological attributes.  But to me it was The 
Wren.  At a time when I was bereft of friends or help, there seemed no one to turn to for 
comfort.  I noted though, that the wren was present.  It regarded me, it accepted me, and so 
I asked it to stay—to just keep company with me.  Wrens are special to me because I once 
worked on a wren project and came to know them intimately. 

       The wren honored my request, and at several times when I was deep in despair it 
appeared.  I loved its brown color, the saucy lift of its tail, the beautiful song, and its 
determination to make a living in my sparse backyard.  So industrious was this wren. 

       Each day, when I went out to do my practice the wren appeared and I found comfort in 
its company.  The wren and I.  I hope it stays.  The wren spoke to me in its way, not out of 
English language, but from its WAY.   

       He said, “Have confidence!  Forget daily worries!  Sing!  Look at the big picture, today is 
just one day!” 

       Many days blurred into an existence of struggle for me to keep what I had gained and 
have hope for the future.  My world narrowed down to my children and me.  But there was 
always the wren there to bring messages of hope and comfort.  Mostly comfort. 

       I also remembered Dragonfly who said:  “I am dragonfly!  Listen to me!  Speak only the 
positive!”  Dragonfly was gone during the cold winter, but he was alive in my memory.  So I 
tried as best I could to speak the positive in honor of Dragonfly. 
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       So each day for the past few months, although my future looked bleak, and I could find 
nothing positive to write in my journal except the four words “a communion of subjects”, I 
saw the dawn and LOOKED.  I saw the dusk and LOOKED.  There is so much beauty in 
the dawn of each day:  the message of promise of a new day to come.  There is so much 
beauty in the dusk of each day:  that day is finished, it is time to rest.  Many days I didn’t 
even write in my journal, I just thought:  A communion of subjects.  I had put up a little sign 
for a reminder and focus.  Many days all I did was read it. 

       Perhaps my communion of subjects was the wren and dragonfly – and my children and 
me. 

       An opportunity for a new life appeared.  So I decided to take it.  I am working with it.  

       I hardly dare to hope that my community of subjects will expand.  It is such a secret 
hope that I dare not speak much about it.  That is how my practice has been moving 
forward. 

       The wren was here this morning, again.  And at dusk.  Dragonfly is in his nymph.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carol Hett holds a B.S. in Biology and an M.A. in Environmental Studies from UNCW as 
well as a secretarial degree from Sheridan College.  Carol is a mother of five and a 
grandmother.  She has worked as a summer camp volunteer and substitute teacher for 
several years and has also worked as a private secretary.  Carol has performed botany studies 
on the YWCA property in Wilmington, NC and at the Bluethenthal Wildflower Preserve on 
the UNCW campus.  
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The Thread 
 

by 
 

Kelly Hoke 
 

THE THREAD 

 

Something is very gently, 
invisibly, silently, 
pulling at me - a thread 
or net of threads 
finer than cobweb and as 
elastic. I haven’t tried 
the strength of it. No barbed hook 
pierced and tore me. Was it 
not long ago this thread 
began to draw me? Or 
way back? Was I 
born with its knot about my 
neck, a bridle? Not fear 
but a stirring 
of wonder makes me 
catch my breath when I feel 
the tug of it when I thought 
it had loosened itself and gone.1 

~ Denise Levertov 

       As I look back over my short 33 years, I notice the thread in many of my experiences, 
decisions, adventures and life outcomes.  Though at the time I did not make the decision 
based on a tug of the thread, it has always been unnoticed and yet so strong. 

       I now am trying to move through life mindfully and more aware of my thread…while, 
still allowing the thread to guide me.  I mustn’t start gripping the thread.   

       I began the Inner Life of a Child in Nature Program with the hopes of finding some 
direction.  After almost 10 years in environmental education and life changes (such as a 
newborn child to bring perspective), I felt as if I was tying knots in my thread and that I 
quickly needed to figure out what lay ahead.  My husband and I have discussed the creation 
of a haven, a retreat…a communal space for all people, but what should that look like?  I 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Denise Levertov,  “The Thread” (Poemhunter.com. Retrieved April 26, 2014, from 
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-thread/). 
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also found a renewed sense of wonder for the natural world thanks to my son and his ability 
to refocus me.  Three years ago now, I felt as if I were on the brink of something larger than 
myself.  Motherhood brought so many changes.  It is as if the entire universe and God itself 
was visible the moment I gave birth, and then it was all gone, leaving me thirsty and yearning 
for more.  

       To say all knots were and are lessons is an understatement; however, not all frayed edges 
are smoothed.  The Inner Life of the Child in Nature program has been a profound 
experience, not just because time was given to think.  To think- to really think and commune 
with what is sacred, but also for the community I was able to share it with.  For so very long 
I have kept inside many of my thoughts and ideas dealing with the sacred and how we as 
humans are part of the story, the whole story, much larger than we can fathom.  Knowing 
that there have been others before me and many more to come is soothing to my soul.  As a 
biologist I lived in so much of the literal and fact based world for so long, that I purposely 
stifled my love, passion and intuition with the sacred, leaving me feeling alone.  To know 
that there is need for my thread and there are others with threads that are similar brings me 
such community and hope.  It is beautiful. 

       My focus this past year has been to be receptive to the universe and to remain open for 
growth.  I am focused on honest communication and engagement in what is to be a lifelong 
practice.   

       One intention was to work towards healing people’s souls, whatever that may look like.  
I feel as though we are so disconnected from what is sacred that many of us do not even 
know where to start looking for peace.  This has not happened overnight, but has been 
going on instead for generations.  The stress and ‘advancements’ of society passed along for 
the next generation are leaving us wound so tightly that it does not even occur to most how 
to experience a deep pleasure, how to heal ourselves. 

Most men pursue pleasure with such breathless haste that they hurry past it.2 

~ Søren Kierkegaard 

       While in the Inner Life program I signed up and completed my yoga teacher 
certification, a goal I have desired for some time.  I didn’t see the thread at first.  Doors had 
just opened, so I walked through them.  Those doors led to new doors where I took a 
pathway of teaching yoga for children, which led to working with pre-teens on a regular 
basis as well as children of all ages.  I have been amazed at the ‘unwinding’ these children 
have needed.  When did being 12 become so unbelievably difficult?  How long are these 
children holding the weight of the world on their shoulders and never finding a place of 
refuge?  I am honored to be a short refuge every other week for these students.   

       One thread has led to many threads, a blending of my worlds.   

       If I encourage mindfulness… 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Søren Kierkegaard. (n.d.). Goodreads. Retrieved April 26, 2014, from 
http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/76773-many-of-us-pursue-pleasure-with-such-
breathless-haste-that 
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       If I encourage opportunities to converse with our place in the natural world… 

       Maybe in time this will be a thread running towards the dream my husband and I have 
had all along. 

Was it not long ago this thread began to draw me? Or way back?  Was I born with its knot about my neck, 
a bridle? 

       Some revelations in my approach to healing others - when I led with my heart, it was me 
who was healed.  Two, I cannot give happiness to my son.  It is his to seek.  Showing him 
how to see through love is a gift.  Showing him refuge is a gift.  Showing him my dreams for 
a world in communion with the sacred is a gift.   

      I also have further explored schooling.  When I came to the Inner Life program, I kept 
wondering how I could fit religion, anthropology, environmental studies, and psychology 
into one program.  Since, I have taken my GRE and will begin applying for an 
ecopsychology program for this December deadline, enrolling in August 2015.  Friends and 
family are either so confused that they say, “oh, that’s interesting”, or they are truly intrigued 
and want to actually listen.  I have become good at watching people’s eyes and gauging just 
how much they really want to hear!  Of course, my parents, who have made peace with me 
being an environmental educator, are now very curious as to how this plays out career wise.  
I explain that I am not 100% sure (very satisfying answer for any parent), but that I just 
know that this is what I am supposed to do.  No response.  I have loved my paths in life, 
every career path, how many people can say that?  I don’t intend to stop listening to my 
intuition now!  I guess I just have stopped asking what am I supposed to be and instead have 
started asking where am I supposed to be going, doing, learning, and exploring.   

Over every mountain there is a path, although it may not be seen from the valley.3 

~ Theodore Roethke 

       There is more to the ecology I have known.  There is more to environmental education, 
the facts, and the science.  The urge I feel now is to embrace the holistic view and see the 
human elements within ecology.  I want to be mindful and show others just how much our 
actions are part of the story.  Our actions as recognized as oil spills, and actions 
unrecognized such as not taking the time to look at the stars.  We are a part of this story-part 
authors, illustrators, weavers, artists, and subjects…I intend to listen and share it. 

Kelly Hoke has taught environmental education in non-profit, county and state positions 
for over 10 years.  In recent years she has been student to what is beyond environmental 
education and a needed connection to all things wild.  Her voyage into motherhood has 
created a deeper need for all children to live in communion with the natural world.  Kelly 
holds a B.S in Biology from Lenoir-Rhyne University.  She is a certified environmental 
educator in NC, and is also a registered yoga teacher and trained children’s yoga instructor.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Theodore Roethke. (n.d.). Goodreads. Retrieved April 26, 2014, from 
http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/16474-over-every-mountain-there-is-a-path-although-
it-may 
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The Year That Was and Wasn’t 

by 

Tom Keeler 

 

 

 

 

 

A.  Not Failing, Not Trying Anything New 

       If the measure of trying something new, of taking a risk, of getting out of one’s comfort 
zone, can be taken through the failures experienced, then this past year teemed with risk-
taking in the name of new lessons and experiences.  The students loved the plants, 
showering them with love, overwatering them to death.   The distant garden bed, out of 
sight, remained out of mind long enough that the hard-fought gains versus the weeds were 
nowhere to be seen when spring returned.  The radish seeds, planted with such enthusiasm, 
sprouted in no time, but never yielded a crop as we forgot to thin our plants. 

       The Morning Earth curriculum, a wonderful supplement to the Montessori Great 
Lessons, provided a great framework for the year.  Why then have we abandoned those 
lessons?  Was it after the food chain lesson in which the boys simulated devouring the 
organism beneath them in the chain in too life-like a manner?  Was it after several of the 
girls insisted that the highest level of any food chain, the only chain they wanted to be at the 
end of, was chocolate?  Or did we just not make the commitment to prepare each weekend 
before the lesson, think through what would work, ponder what controls must be put on 
youthful enthusiasm? 

B.  Crisis of Conscience 

       The year to implement a more nature-bound curriculum coincided with a crisis of 
conscience.  The image from Ishmael appeals to me, the car driven over the cliff, still going 
forward due to momentum, destined sooner or later to fall into the abyss.  The kids would 
relate better to Wile E. Coyote, chasing the Roadrunner over the cliff, only realizing that he 
didn’t have firm ground beneath him when he looks down.  Given that our society seems 
determined to destroy itself as it tests the limits of growth, what should I teach my students?  
After reading Teaching Minds, I no longer knew what to teach. In the book, Roger Schank 
argues that school only teaches children how to succeed in school.  Kids want to know how 
to succeed in life.  Schank asks why we teach algebra, which almost no one uses in real life, 
instead of planning, predicting, diagnosing and other such practical skills. 
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       Piled on top of this questioning of my curriculum came doubts: did my teaching 
methodology actually teach anything lasting?  The more I read about learning, the more I 
came to believe that unless something I taught became an ingrained habit in my students, it 
would evaporate from their minds.  The first habit I need to foster: setting a goal and 
making a plan to reach that goal.  Of course, everyone sets goals but most lack the willpower 
to attain them.  But how can I teach willpower? 

C.   What Went Right 

       Catastrophizing does have its pleasures but, in reality, the year yielded successes as well.  
A couple of years ago, on a field trip, a mother said quite pointedly that she wasn’t going to 
have her daughter wasting her time studying for the End of Grade science trip when she 
could be out observing nature.  At the time, on a three day trip the week before end of year 
testing, I figured they might as well study for the test rather than tire us out as they looked 
for ways to escape adult supervision.  I had no plan, no idea, how to engage the kids in 
observing nature.  Those days are over!  The activities we have learned worked quite well, at 
the Outer Banks and in the mountains. 

       Our class trip to Timberlake remains a favorite of the class.  The girls, in particular, fell 
under Sandy’s spell.  I noticed that the boys were too concerned with showing their comic 
side to immerse themselves in beholding nature.  This issue remains unresolved and not just 
on field trips.  My girls feel a much stronger connection to nature than my boys whether it 
be in caring for plants or just having a lesson about nature. 

       A week or two after our visit to Timberlake, Sandy asked me if I had noticed any 
aftereffects of the field trip.  Indeed I had.  One day, I noticed several of the girls being 
more inattentive than usual.  Further investigation revealed that they were planning an 
elaborate funeral, complete with printed program, a program of speeches and songs.  The 
honored deceased:  a bird that had died on our playground.  The girls asked me to help out 
with the service and I was amazed at how serious and intent they were.  I thought back to 
Roger Schank’s admonition that you don’t have to motivate students to do things they 
actually care about. 

D.  How to Improve 

       When asked the difference between involvement and commitment, Schank refers to a 
ham and egg breakfast:  the chicken is involved, the pig is committed.  Adding the natural 
world to the curriculum involves more than penciling a lesson into the weekly line-up: 
success requires committing to making the natural world a central theme of the classroom, 
an emphasis, not an afterthought.  The Montessori Great Lessons provide an easy and 
natural way to bring the natural world into focus.  In the past, I have geared our science 
units to the requirements of the public school curriculum.  These goals involve facts, not 
experiences.  Fortunately, my students, when the need arises, can cram enough facts into 
their brains for a week or two to pass the Science End of Grade test.  Why should I be afraid 
to base our science on the Great Lessons?  We claim, after all, to use the Montessori 
method, however tainted we might be by the relentless common core testing. 

       The kids do respond to the Great Lessons.  My partner in the classroom, a veteran 
Montessori teacher, brought in her carefully-colored Timeline of Life and the students paid 
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rapt attention.  But, as Schank would point out, the students were “exposed” to an idea, but 
what habit did they develop?  Especially for kids of my students’ age, the little slice of time 
that they know does not seem full of change.  The Timeline of Life tells a different story, a 
story of species emerging only to later disappear, of kingdoms rising to ascendancy only to 
later be displaced.  How many species must they study, how many times must they study the 
chart, before they develop the habit of wondering when a species materialized, what might 
cause it to disappear. 

       Without a plan, nothing will happen:  the seeds won’t get planted, the seedlings won’t 
get thinned, the garden won’t get weeded, the crops won’t get harvested.  Without a plan, 
the Great Lessons won’t get incorporated, the Morning Earth lessons will remain an 
afterthought.  As my favorite book on willpower points out, when we project how much we 
will accomplish, we always imagine that in the future we will be working under ideal 
conditions, even if that very day we experienced several of the unexpected interruptions and 
unforeseen crises that heighten the drama of every deadline. 

       As I assign my future self, my summer of leisure self, the task of re-vamping our 
curriculum, making it nature-centric, I file away note to self:  change comes slowly.  Teachers 
resist change for a reason: when you already fail to meet some of your obligations, when you 
already wish there were more than 24 hours in a day, you stick to what has worked in the 
past, even if you need to change your definition of “worked”. 

E.  New Things to Add 

       I already plan to add several routines to our day.  We’ve experimented with starting each 
day with meditation.  Ultimately I’d like to have students who so desired to meditate outside 
in our classroom garden.  When I taught 1st – 3rd graders, we started our day with this pledge: 

 I pledge allegiance to the Earth and all life that it nourishes: all growing things, all 
species of animals and all races of people.  I promise to protect all life on our planet, 
to live in harmony with nature and to share our resources justly so that all people 
may live in dignity, in good health and in peace. 

Our 4th, 5th and 6th graders shouldn’t be too old for such a pledge.  I plan to make a daily trip, 
at recess time, to our school garden to take a look at our raised beds.  Naturally, the soccer 
boys won’t be coming but some of the children will. 

       I’d like to build some other habits in the children as well.  Two things I wanted to try 
next year:  adopting a tree and paying it a weekly visit and making a weekly observation of 
the skies.  Then I talked to one of my colleagues about this and she mentioned that her class 
had kept a nature journal as a year-long project. She encouraged drawings, in particular 
drawings of the same setting at different times of the year. 

       Montessori teachers speak of bringing the natural world into the classroom.  Two 
projects that I’ll try towards that end:  a worm composting box and a mealworm box.  We 
tried the mealworm boxes on a per student basis with some success but didn’t schedule 
enough time for observation.  Finally, I need to plan on some time this summer for two 
projects: building a raised bed for our classroom garden and bringing some weed control to 
our raised bed in the school garden.  
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       Most of the lessons from the program cannot be readily expressed in words.  Perhaps 
this is a good thing as it prevents me from trying to tell the children rather than having them 
experience communion with nature.  The school setting does have its limitations: I can offer 
a slice of nature, not immersion.  Parents form the last piece of the puzzle of my plan:  they 
can provide the immersive experiences; they can support the year-long journaling project.  
Looking back on the year, I feel grateful for the chance to change children’s lives and 
hopeful that next year I will be more successful.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tom Keeler has the privilege of creating a stimulating classroom environment for 28 
wonderful 4th, 5th and 6th graders, the responsibility for bringing those 28 children through 
the North Carolina testing gauntlet, and the dilemma of deciding how much of real value he 
can teach his children without drawing the ire of the educational powers that be.  Tom has 
set a goal of developing in his children the following habits: 1) looking at their lives in terms 
of the daily, yearly and generational cycles of nature, 2) spending some time each day truly 
communing with, rather than just analyzing, nature, and 3) developing a daily mindfulness 
practice that will give them a five-senses experience of the natural world.  In addition to the 
practices he has learned in this program, Tom would like to share with his students some of 
the joy in gardening he learned under John Jeavons. 
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Hope Lies in Alliance with Nature 

by  

Rosemary McCarthy-Mareka 

 

       The sense of deep gratitude fills me as I reflect upon the evolution of my practice over 
the past couple of years. Learning about the ideas of Thomas Berry, paired with our 
suggested readings and shared writings have given me clarity. The practices of the Center for 
Education, Imagination and the Natural world that I have been privileged to share with 
families, friends and children have helped me to find a new purpose in my life. Mentors and 
staff of the Center have shared freely their unique gifts and perspectives, showing me the 
true richness of diversity. I have been inspired by my fellow participants on this journey 
together as we have explored our inner selves and outer relationships with nature. The 
generous sharing of our stories, poetry and presence shows the unique practices manifesting 
in our lives and work. This sharing has given me encouragement and support.  We have had 
many opportunities to embody Thomas Berry’s concept of diversity with unity. I have come 
to value my own uniqueness in new ways.   

       As an earth guide for the Center I have witnessed transformations in teachers, students 
and families as they proceed through their day at Timberlake Earth Sanctuary. I have 
witnessed stress change to calm relaxed awareness; competitive behaviors turn to 
camaraderie; fear of nature change to respect and appreciation.  Loving relationships have 
emerged within my groups as the practices in nature unfold. I continue to pursue skillful 
ways of communicating and deepening my capacity to listen through insight dialogue, 
beholding practices in nature and focusing on non-violent communication. Playing the 
Native American flute, reading and writing poetry, hiking in the woods alone and with 
friends gives me opportunities to share with myself and others these gifts available to me. 
Daily meditation and connection with my community meditation group, flute circle, hiking 
and poetry groups are a priority in my life. I am aware now more than ever of the 
importance of consistency of practice and community presence to maintaining peace within 
and healthy relationships. My lovingkindness meditation practice has expanded from a 
human oriented focus extending out to the universe great and small.  

       The experience guiding the children and families on earth walks has taught me to trust 
the Being, Beholding and Belonging practices inspired by Thomas Berry, Joseph Cornell and 
many others who have contributed to the work of the Center for Education, Imagination 
and the Natural World. I have learned that each group has its own dynamics and capacity to 
embody these practices. Acceptance and compassion for the uniqueness of each group and 
each child and adult within the group is important in the process of being an earth guide.  

       I have confidence that the brilliance of young and old and the pursuit of knowledge 
paired with deep listening to the heart will come together to create the transformation in our 
thinking needed to support human life on earth. 
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       The complexity of our lives and all life on this planet never ceases to amaze me. The 
following is a story of a weekend I spent with my granddaughter who has been fascinated 
with bugs since infancy, has her own pink BB gun and bow for hunting, and is also 
infatuated with Barbie. One minute she wanted to play princess with me and the next minute 
she was begging to take our Native American drums and flutes to hike the mile to our 
favorite rocky overlook on the Eno River for “our band” to play. She is a wise old soul in a 
very young body. She spoke of God various times in relation to the stars and the flowers. I 
was touched to watch her develop a deep friendship, in such a short time, with one of the 
children during the Families of the Forest Program.  

       On our visit to the twins’ flower garden on Gimghoul Road in Chapel Hill, I witnessed 
in my little friend a love and an intuitive awareness as she was able to see with her heart and 
spirit relating to each flower along the path - touching, smelling and beholding. We visited 
with one of the twin gardeners, who turned 99 years old on Easter Sunday, the three of us 
representing four generations sharing our love of beauty and nature.  My granddaughter, a 
mere six-year-old, had become my guide showing me her mysterious, invisible yet knowable 
bond to everything and everyone. 

       I would like to conclude with a poem I have written honoring Thomas Berry and the 
children for their wisdom and guidance: 

 

Tribute to Thomas Berry  

 SEEDS OF THE FUTURE 

Children are seeds of the future 

We are compost and mulch 

Guidance fuels growth 

Nature lights their way 

Paths are discovered 

Hope lies in alliance with nature 

 

Rosemary McCarthy-Mareka completed her MS in Special Education from George 
Peabody College for Teachers in 1977 and brings her love of teaching and over 30 years of 
experience to her work as an Earth Guide at the Center for Education, Imagination and the 
Natural World. She has taught children of all ages in a variety of settings. Rosemary’s love of 
nature began as a child climbing trees, trail riding on horseback and visiting her 
grandparents’ farm in southeastern NC.  She completed her certification with the North 
Carolina Environmental Education Program in 2008. Rosemary has studied with Oasis, an 
Institute for Mindfulness-Based Professional Education and Innovation at the Center for 
Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society with the University of Massachusetts 
Medical School. Rosemary has a special interest in Native American insights and loves to 
play the Native American Flute out in nature and with friends. 
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Beholding Dawn and Dusk 

 
by 

 

Allison Nergart 

 

  
“When the world turns and we operate at our own personal vibration, it is in our power to 
withhold our dignity and integrity at the highest possible frequency, with this as an active 
force, we can command our reality in the physical realm. Justly, we shall take all the 
opportunity that manifests itself in arms reach. To be one, and to have and do what we 
dream is concurrent only on a high wavelength, and operative to those who seek a higher 
sense of self. Are you ready to expand to these levels of operation? Have you taken the 
steps? Step forward and release all your fears.”1 

 
― Will Barnes, The Expansion of The Soul 

 
Beholding Dawn: 
 
When I see the dawn I am most often on my way to work.  I wake most mornings before 
the sun has risen.  The first sight of dawn is when I step outside on my back porch to walk 
to the car.  The first thing I feel is the chill in the air and the cool air entering my nose as I 
take a deep breath.  I notice the light beginning to gather and spread, still not over the 
horizon.  The trees are silhouetted black lines against a slowly greying sky.  I breathe in again 
and begin my day. 
 
Dawn is usually the most peaceful time of my day.  I am happy to be awake and moving in 
the world and most of the time I feel refreshed from sleeping, a warm breakfast and a 
shower.  It is a good time for me.  The time that I have for myself as a teacher is short, but I 
appreciate the dawn every day as I go to work.  It is a moment of quiet and a time for me to 
observe the world without having to worry about what my students are doing.  No one asks 
questions.  I can just be me.  Everything is more beautiful at dawn, even the gnarly old apple 
tree in the Bowman’s field that has long ago stopped producing viable fruit. I see it every day 
on my drive to work.  It stands in the middle of a hay field.  I always notice it and wonder 
why it stands alone in the middle of a field.  Who left it there alone?  And why?  Did 
someone once love that tree and could not bear taking it down?  Does someone still care 
about that lone tree?  These are questions I ask at dawn. 
 
The light of dawn, it is as if the whole world is given a chance to transform into the exact 
thing it wants to be.  The thing you so want to be in the world that always seems just out of 
reach.  Just one more hour, day, week, month year of striving and it will be you.  No, at 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Will Barnes, The Expansion of the Soul (William Delbert Barnes III, August 21, 2008). 
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dawn you are that you most want to be and the world accepts you for who you are, 
imperfections and all.   Insecurities and guilt have no place in your heart at dawn. You are 
the person you want to be in those few small moments of peace. There is also a hope that 
whatever you want to be at dawn will hold true even in the full sun of daylight.   When the 
colors clear and the sky turns to blue, grey, or white, and the light truly illuminates an object 
as itself.  Is the apple tree with all its bumps, gnarled limbs and mossy bark still as beautiful 
in the daylight?  
 
Continuing to work, I notice the colors of the sky change and the sun begins to gain over 
the horizon.  The slowness of the day begins to recede and the time for decisions and action 
arrive.  I am grateful for the time that has been just mine.  Just me beholding the dawn, 
asking questions that do not need to be answered right away and hoping for a better day 
ahead.   
 
Beholding Dusk: 
 
This is the time for pulling it all back inside and pulling together the loose strands.  Putting 
down the racing thoughts and ideas that swirl through my mind constantly throughout the 
day.  A cup of tea when I come home, a time to reflect on what the day has brought.  A time 
of quiet, but not as peaceful this time.  A lot of doubts cloud my mind at dusk. 
  
Stepping out of my car I walk to the house after another long day at work.  The first thing I 
notice is the sound of the spring peepers.  They are a chorus to my restless mind.  The music 
that plays at the end of my day.  It’s still very cool at night and I wonder how they stay warm 
at night?  Do they have to peep so often in order to stay warm or is the call to a mate a 
warning signal or just noise for the sake of living and being able to make a noise at all?  
These questions pull my mind out of its doldrums.  The sounds of nature are fascinating and 
wonderful and full of so many unanswered questions for me.  The sounds make me look up 
and take notice of other things around me.  It is a time for waking up for many animals and 
a feeling of nocturnal anticipation hangs in the air.  The stars are beginning to show and the 
moon is rising in the sky.  The smells from the day still linger in the air and I wonder what 
animals will be out tonight around my home.  Will I hear the barred owls calling to each 
other again tonight?  It is a time that I am not a part of.  The time for the animals to take 
care of their needs.  Their time to awaken, and my time to repair.   
 
I feel heavier and more full of doubt that I will ever feel a true sense of belonging in nature.  
That I will always be one step behind, never truly part of the world around me, just an 
observer wanting badly to belong.   The peepers’ chorus continues as I breathe deeply and 
wait for that feeling of oneness that has yet to greet me at dusk. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Allison Nergart, after graduating from Guilford College, taught middle school science in 
Greensboro, NC.  In the summer of 2013, she and her husband moved to Brevard in the 
mountains of North Carolina, where they now make their home. 
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The Great Disconnect 
	  

by 

Jim North 

 

       The great disconnect from the natural world that has occurred in our lifetime has 
become the challenge of the century for the survival of our planet earth.  Trathen Heckman, 
one of the co-authors in Healing Our Planet, Healing Our Selves, writes, “Each day, as we 
uncover the many failings of a disconnected and mechanistic society that cost countless 
lives, another chance exposes itself to reclaim an action, to grow a relationship, to become 
more whole.”1 

       Many have disassociated themselves from the opportunities to have contact with the 
natural world in a deeper way.  They might be outside in nature but not be aware of the 
deeper meaning and the inter-connectedness that we humans have with all of the natural 
world.  There is a need to realize that it is necessary to slow down to nature’s pace and in 
that inner stillness to be present to whatever is before them.  Thomas Berry states, in “Our 
Children: Their Future,” “Our exploitive industrial world, despite all our scientific 
discoveries, technological skills, commercials abundance and stock market advance, is in a 
state of decline.  The long-term survival of our children will depend on a new relationship 
between the human and the natural worlds.”2 

       I know that participating in the “Inner Life of the Child in Nature” experience has 
enabled me to behold nature in a deeper sense.  Now I am so much more aware of seeing 
and being a part of nature in a profound way of sensitivity and caring. 

       As a small boy as I was skipping through puddles of water and building huts out of 
Spanish moss in Georgia, I was connecting with my soul and spirit.  At that time, I was not 
aware that was what it was.  It was a love of nature and being in the out of doors, barefoot 
and free.  The inner life of the child in me was being touched and awakened in a profound 
way.  Today, I believe that the disconnectedness from the natural world for so many is 
related to their inner life of the child being lost.  That sensitivity, imagination, love, creativity 
and caring has been snuffed out.  The inner life of the child has died.  The result:  the 
financial disparity among peoples of all nations, injustices, and the exploitation of the 
environment, wars, and rumors of wars. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Trathen Heckman, “Proactive Audacity: Daily Acts of Revolutionary Delight,” in Healing 
our Planet, Healing Our Selves, ed. Dawson Church (Santa Rosa, CA: Elite Books Author’s 
Publishing Cooperative, 2004), 211. 
2 Thomas Berry, “Our Children: Their Future,” in Only the Sacred: Transforming Education in the 
Twenty-first Century, ed. Peggy Whalen-Levitt (Greensboro, NC: The Center for Education, 
Imagination and the Natural World, 2011), 12. 
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       I have been reading a book, 8 Habits of Love, by Ed Bacon, an Episcopal priest.  These 
habits are generosity, stillness, compassion, truth, candor, play, forgiveness and community.  
Because we have been so disconnected from the earth, we have lost a love for the earth.  He 
refers to the creator as the Beloved.  He says, “The Beloved dwells in every human being 
and every human being dwells in the Beloved.”3 When we become reconnected with our 
souls, the love of the Beloved pours into our lives with all of the above attributes.  Through 
this powerful love will come the enormous transformation of how we see each other as 
divine beings in our diversity and how we see and experience the divine in the natural world. 

       I have been involved in a learning environment with young children as a part of my 
education.  Presently, I am not involved.  However, I have great concerns not only for our 
grandchildren but for all children growing up in the extreme technological world.  “Our 
children are learning to become mechanistic constructions,” according to Thomas Berry.  He 
says, “They are being taught to manipulate the area of mechanical design and control.  The 
children are saturated with mechanics, but end up with no poetry, no imagination, or depth 
of understanding.”4 Already I see overwhelming evidence of how their lives are being 
influenced by these developments.  “Reflecting upon Brian Swimme’s book, The Hidden 
Heart of the Cosmos, Montessori educator Joy Turner observes ‘that today’s children do get 
initiated into the universe, but sitting around the fire listening to stories has been replaced by 
sitting in the TV room and being inundated by commercial advertising.’”5 Part of my 
practice will be to offer guidance and set an example for our grandchildren and their parents 
in a positive way about being stewards of our planet earth. 

       Having been in the floral design business for many years, the other part of my practice 
will be to use my floral skills to create with flowers and any other objects of nature the 
message of love and caring for the earth through the design and the written word in a 
religious setting.  In her book, Spaces For Spirit, Nancy Chinn states, “Art interpretations in 
the church today can offer conduits of change and healing to a society filled with material 
production, public consumption, competition for attention and the spiral toward financial 
and social success that are devastating to the environment.”6 Hopefully, these visual 
presentations and descriptions to a larger audience will allow viewers to reflect on how they 
are relating not only to each other but to the natural world as well.  According to Thomas 
Berry, “It would be most helpful if our religious traditions would move toward a stronger 
emphasis on the glorious phenomena of the universe about us as modes of divine 
communication.”7 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ed Bacon, Ten Habits of Love (New York:  Grand Central Publishing, 2012), xvi. 
4 Thomas Berry quoted in Jessica Towle, “Conversations with Thomas Berry” in Only the 
Sacred, ed. Peggy Whalen-Levitt (Greensboro, NC: The Center for Education, Imagination 
and the Natural World, 2011), 10. 
5 Joy Turner quoted in Jessica Towle, “A Sense of the Sacred in Education,” in Only the 
Sacred, ed. Peggy Whalen-Levitt, 40. 
6 Nancy Chinn, Spaces for Spirit: Adorning the Church (Chicago: Liturgy Training Publications, 
1998), 11-12. 
7 Thomas Berry, “Our Children: Their Future,” in Only the Sacred, ed. Peggy Whalen-Levitt, 
15. 
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Artistic Interpretations 

 

 

Interpretive Arrangement I 

 
       The account of the story is that throngs of people were shouting hosannas, laying their 
cloaks on the roadway, scattering flowers, and waving palm branches.  Palm branches are 
very strong in their design.  They grow in more desert-like environments with very little root 
system holding them in the earth.  I think they convey a message about our lives on this 
Palm Sunday.  Jesus didn’t start a religion as much as a movement:  the arrival of the 
kingdom of heaven on earth, or a journey aimed at healing a hurting world.  Today’s 
procession launches the movement in many ways, but it’s not the grand entrance of a 
conquering emperor, not an overwhelming display of military power.  It’s the spontaneous 
acclaim given to one riding on a donkey, a sign that the work of healing our planet and the 
hope of the world will come with simplicity and humility, instituted by all of us.  Our 
intention would be to have the strength and determination of the palm tree in offering our 
gifts of our time and talents to create a more sustainable planet for all. 
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Interpretive Arrangement II 

 
       The interpretive arrangement conveys the lifeless vine surrounding the glass vase full of 
water with a tree and flowers shooting forth.  The words of Job 14:7-9 remind us, “there is 
hope for a tree, if it is cut down, that it will sprout again, and that its shoots will not cease.  
Though its root grows old in the earth, and its stump dies in the ground, yet at the scent of 
water it will bud and put forth branches like a young plant.”8 
 
      A message to contemplate:  that new life does not come without the end of an old life.  
If we are to make real the new creation in our world we might remember what of our old life 
will have to die to bring about new life.  Perhaps our constant busyness will have to pause so 
that we might make room for rest and contemplation.  Pausing and contemplation will give 
us creative insights in what we need to change to help create a world that will embrace the 
divine in all creation and transform the world into a better place for all. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy, eds., The New Oxford Annotated Bible (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1989), 640. 
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Interpretative Arrangement III 
 
       The purple flower, liatris, standing straight up, represents each one of us individually and 
collectively.  Representing royalty, the color purple has always been used to convey 
magnificence, power, and position.  So with this cloak of purple each one of us goes forth 
empowered to cultivate seeds of change for the common good in our city, state, country and 
the world.  The green vines, as they continue to grow and intertwine, convey further our 
going forth and reaching out.  All of life is sustained by water and so as we move forward 
the water provides us with the sustenance that we need for the journey. 
 
       Ernest Holmes in “Givingness” says, “Just as life belongs to the one who lives it, to the 
one who takes it, so the fuller life belongs only to the one who scatters every good he (or 
she) has.  It is by giving of oneself to every person, every project, and every association with 
zest, love, and friendliness that one sees the larger possibility in all things:  beauty instead of 
ugliness, love instead of hate, the Divine hidden within the human.”9 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Earnest Holmes, “Givingness,” Science of Mind Magazine 85, No. 12 (2012): 45.  
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  Interpretive Arrangement IV 

       Out of darkness light burst forth, exemplifying love, joy, peace, and a higher 
consciousness for the common good.  The baby grew into the man we call Jesus, who lived 
these attributes, showing us the way for our life’s journey on this earth. 

       In her book, Birth 2012 and Beyond, Humanity’s Great Shift to the Age of Conscious Evolution, 
Barbara Marx Hubbard says, 

 “The Earth is out of equilibrium right now.  It’s also true that by connecting what’s 
loving and positive we can help shift the field of consciousness toward a more ongoing 
birthing of the next phase of civilization – a planetary civilization.”10 

       The vibrancy of the red poinsettias represents the intensity and fervor with which we 
move forward in our lives with love, care, and concern for our earth, ourselves and our 
fellow man and woman. 

Joy to the world!  A higher level of consciousness is dawning! 

       All of us as we live, work and play in our earthly journey need to exemplify our 
concerns but also our optimism and hope for a more sustainable earth and the common 
good for all. 

       As Peggy Whalen-Levitt says in the closing paragraph of the Introduction to Only the 
Sacred, “The depth and fullness of the universe, from the stars in the heavens to the dirt 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Barbara Marx Hubbard quoted in Ann Crawford, “Birthing a New World,” Science of Mind 
Magazine 85, No. 12 (2012): 17. 
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beneath our feet, cannot be known by the intellect alone.  Only a sense of the sacred, 
developed deep within the human soul, will reveal the whole.”11 

       Our reconnection to the natural world and each other will be transferred when we 
reconnect with the inner life of the child that is within all of us.  Carolyn Toben in her 
conversations with Thomas Berry shows that “He taught that the presence of holiness lives 
in everything that lives, for holiness created life itself.  He moved us out of the confines of 
our limited human community into an earth community and a universe community. It is in 
loving and caring about each other and all creatures that love will mushroom into a greater 
love for an earth community and a universe community.”12  

       It is the responsibility of all of us to live our lives offering our gifts of time, resources, 
and talent demonstrating our love, imagination, and creativity on a path to a more 
sustainable earth for all.  In conclusion, Alberto Villoldo, another co-author in Healing Our 
Planet, Healing Our Selves, offers that “Spirit is actually talking to us all the time.  But we in the 
West, don’t open our ears to hear.  If we are to find that self that still walks with beauty on 
the earth, that speaks to the rivers and to the trees and to God, and to whom the rivers and 
the trees and the voice of spirit talks back, we need a great kind of soul retrieval.”13  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jim North is a father and grandfather with a great concern not only for his own family but 
for all children for the positive evolution of our planet.  He graduated from Valdosta State 
University in Valdosta, Georgia with a BS degree in sociology and from Scarritt College in 
Nashville, Tennessee with a Master’s degree in Christian Education.  He was employed in a 
large church as Director of Children’s Ministry for several years before accepting a position 
with The Learning Institute of North Carolina to assist in developing a demonstration 
Center for Training Head Start teachers.  In 1977, Jim honored his desire to use and develop 
his talent in floral and design skills by opening Designs North Florist and Interiors in 
Greensboro, NC, which he owned and operated for 27 years.  He continues to volunteer his 
design skills with California Fresh Catering (all their profits go to charities) in Winston-
Salem, NC. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Peggy Whalen-Levitt, “Introduction,” in Only the Sacred, ed. Peggy Whalen-Levitt, xviii. 
12 Carolyn Toben, Recovering A Sense of the Sacred: Conversations With Thomas Berry (Whitsett, 
NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 143. 
13 Alberto Villoldo, “Homo Luminous: New Shamans of the West,” in Healing Our Planet, 
Healing Our Selves, ed. Dawson Church, 362. 
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“Be Still and Know that I am Beauty” 

by 

Amy Peterson 

 

       “Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will 
endure as long as life lasts.”1  These words, written by Rachael Carson in The Sense of Wonder, 
hold a truth I have intuitively known throughout my life.  A truth that has been further 
crystalized through my participation in The Inner Life of the Child in Nature: Presence and 
Practice program at The Center for Education, Imagination, and the Natural World.  For the 
second year of the program we were asked to establish and commit to a practice.  Since I 
find great peace in the natural world, for my practice I wanted to help children begin to find 
a relationship and connection of their own with the natural world.  A connection I fear is 
being lost for many children in this fast paced, electronic culture we live in today.  As a 
Montessori teacher who works with children eighteen months to three years of age, I 
established a weekly practice where I introduced an object found in nature to the children.  
This object was then placed on a special nature shelf along with a magnifying glass for future 
exploration. 

       I found that the best time to introduce the object was at group, a time when the 
children are briefly gathered together prior to transitioning outside.  To help set the 
experience apart and create an element of the sacred, I began the practice by singing the 
following song: 

Be still and know that I am beauty 

Be still and know that I am peace 

Be still and know that I am love 

After singing the song, I told the children that when they hear these words they know I am 
going to show them an object from nature.  We then passed an object around the circle for 
each child to look at, touch, smell and briefly handle.  Some of the objects included 
interesting rocks, pieces of driftwood, various seed pods, bird nests, shells, cotton bolls, 
snakeskins, abandoned nest eggs, feathers, and specimens of moss and lichen.   

       This practice was a natural extension for a Montessori classroom since Montessori 
educators do not presume to know what is necessary for the growth of each child.  They 
carefully establish environments where children can choose freely for themselves the tools 
necessary for their development and actualizing their highest potential by placing different 
materials on shelves around the classroom.  Maria Montessori speaks of this in The Secret of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder (HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1956), p. 87. 
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Children when she writes, “There is in the soul of a child an impenetrable secret that is 
gradually revealed as it develops.”2 Additionally, it is believed that children from birth to 
around the age of three have an unconscious absorbent mind.  This is a mind that absorbs all 
external information and uses this information to ultimately create the very structure of one’s 
mind.   

       As I observed the children throughout the year I noticed that some children choose to 
take the natural objects from the shelf and explore them more closely while others did not.  I 
do not know what the children may have gained from this experience.  I can only hope that 
in their minds I am planting seeds.  Seeds that will hopefully help children look with new 
eyes at the ordinary and see the extraordinary – the great beauty and mystery within nature.  
Seeds that perhaps one day may lay the foundation for a lifelong connection with the natural 
world. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Amy Peterson graduated from NCSU with a BS in Textiles. She currently works with 
toddlers at The Montessori School of Winston-Salem as a lead guide. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood (Random House Publishing House, 1966), p. 20. 
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A Year at Sunny Point 
 

by 
 

Jessica Redford 
 
 
 
 
 

       I have been blessed to have visited the sanctuary at Timberlake several times in my 
teaching career, the first being near the very beginning. I wandered the forest trails, sat in 
silence by the waterside, and listened to a magical flutist talk about her meditative work with 
young children.  I felt I simply must find a way to share that beautiful space with all of my 
students.  Of course further reflection forced me to admit the three-and-a-half hour drive 
made that reality impossible. I kept the wish in my heart and gave it no further thought. 
When I was invited to participate in the Inner Life of the Child program, my return to 
Timberlake re-awoke those initial longings that every child should be allowed to experience 
the magic of this place. Again, it was not until returning back to Asheville and reflecting on 
my experiences there that I realized that I had been missing the forest for the trees (pun 
intended). What I wanted for my students was not the ability to go on a single magical field 
trip on a single magical day, I wanted to bring the magic back with me, and plant it right in 
the middle of my classroom. To experience not just the space, but the intention behind it. 
Because our school is in the middle of a city, daily forest wanderings are not an option. I 
decided to focus instead on our curriculum, to move us away from simply learning about 
nature to learning from nature.  My intention for a yearlong practice was set. 

       As our class identifies with butterflies (we are even called the Kindergarten Mariposas), I 
chose to focus my efforts on bringing the study of Monarch butterflies to life. We have an 
amazing collection of books about butterflies.  We have songs and dances, poetry and 
puppets. Now I wanted to take their learning journey further into the depths of the heart. I 
wanted the flight of the Monarchs to be not only real for the children but important to them 
too.  The journey was long and hard and ultimately heartbreaking.  Some of the Monarch 
caterpillars failed to grow, others failed to thrive.  Of those that were reborn into butterflies, 
one had wings that did not unfold and another refused to take any sustenance, despite my 
best efforts.  Of the five initial caterpillars, only one adult Monarch lived to be released into 
the wild.  When it was ready, I walked the short distance to the Sunny Point gardens, the 
small organic garden that provides food for a popular local restaurant, and released it.  
Pinning all my hopes for a future generation of butterflies on its fragile wings, I sat and 
watched as it quickly gained altitude and disappeared over the city.   

       I felt like my year of practice had come to a disappointing end and it was only 
September.  I had wanted this magical experience so badly for my students but my best 
efforts were not enough to manifest it.  I felt lost. 
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       A few weeks later I was thumbing through a thoughtful gift from my mother, a book of 
nature photography and reflective quotations put together by National Geographic.  I came 
across a photo of a field of red and purple flowers whose vibrance seemed otherworldly.  I 
instantly longed to be there.  The accompanying quote was from Michael Proust: 

The voyage of discovery 

is not in seeking new landscapes 

but in having new eyes.1 

       I sat with these words for several minutes, then carried them with me for hours and 
days.  I allowed my good intentions to fall away.  Of course I wanted to bring my children to 
Timberlake.  Of course I wanted to save the Monarch butterflies and raise a generation of 
dedicated naturalists in the process.  But what I wanted most was for the children to have an 
authentic experience of nature.  Not something that I had made happen for them through 
long hours of driving or frantically gathering milkweed by the roadside at 7:00 pm on a 
school night.  Those things are wonderful and to be honest I have not given up on either 
dream.  But for now, what I needed was new eyes.  To find the hidden places lying in plain 
sight where my students could discover their own relationship to the natural world, where 
they could connect with changes happening in nature and themselves through the passing 
seasons.  Finally I recognized what I had been searching for, hidden just a short walk from 
our campus, the same green lush space that had called to me when I released that lone 
Monarch butterfly, the garden at Sunny Point.   

       This began our journey of monthly visits to the Sunny Point garden.  On the first 
Thursday of each new month, with nature notebooks and magnifying glasses in hand, we 
honored the changing seasons and welcomed whatever the day may bring.  The children, 
having only new eyes at their disposal, found awe inspiring views everywhere: in the 
windswept piles of red leaves bordering the fences, in the empty chrysalis shells hanging like 
translucent jewels from the undersides of leaves, and in the first purple blooms of late 
winter, so small and unassuming that they would be missed in any other time of year.  The 
children felt the celebration of fall, the bountiful harvest, watching the gardeners collect 
brown potatoes that reveal their bright purple flesh when they are washed.  The children 
grow quiet and sad in the winter, when the garden beds are empty of all but the hardiest 
greens.  Being only five or six-years-old they have known only a handful of winters.  It is still 
hard for them to believe that there will ever be green again.  At last, spring explodes in them 
with a joy that few adults can still connect with, spotting the first signs of yellow, white, 
purple, and pink with unbridled enthusiasm.  They fill page after page in their nature journals 
trying to capture the crinkly carrot tops and the climbing bean vines that seem to be growing 
before our eyes.  It is better than a kid in a candy store.  These children are not longing, they 
are celebrating.  Celebrating the work of the earth, the magic of nature, the mystery of 
change, and the next steps in their journey. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Marcel Proust quoted in Daily Joy (Washington, DC: National Geographic, 2012), 
unpaged. 
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       On our last visit to Sunny Point, the owners of the restaurant bring out two big pitchers 
of iced herbal tea for us to enjoy.  Made with herbs and flowers from the very garden we had 
been watching over these many months, the children sipped thoughtfully at their drinks.  “I 
think I taste lemon.”  “Mine has mint.”  “My tea is made of flowers.”  We share an African 
fable about a rabbit in search of wisdom, enjoying the dappled shade, the subtle sounds of 
mid May, and the taste of our garden together.  At last we know we have to go.  It is getting 
late and the parents will be arriving soon to pick up their children.  Even before we have left 
we are longing to return.  The children have only a handful of days left in their Kindergarten 
year.  There is so much before them, so much that is hopeful, so much that is unknown.  As 
we walk, they are asking me if they will be allowed to come back in 1st grade.  All I can say is 
we shall see, which makes me ache.   I want so much for them, that they may know beauty 
and wonder always, that they may blossom and care for the earth as they would care for their 
own families, that they may realize they are extraordinary beings.  We have only this short 
time together, and soon it will be another’s turn to care for them.  As their teacher I must let 
go and trust that they will remember something of our time together, that they will 
remember their time in the garden and how its life reflected their own. It is enough? 

       All I can offer them is a drop in a bucket.  But a bucket fills, drop by drop.  

       As for me, I know that I will return to the garden in the fall with a new group of 
learners, and the journey will begin again.  I take comfort in this, knowing that as long as 
there are new eyes, discovery awaits.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Jessica Redford is a kindergarten teacher and preschool director at Rainbow Community 
School in Asheville.  She inherited her respect for the natural world from her parents, who 
worked diligently to find inexpensive ways to get out of the city and into the woods from the 
time she was very young.  She holds a B.A in Fine Art and Photography from the University 
of the South in Sewanee, TN, and a Certification in Early Childhood Education. She has 
been working with young children, from toddlers to kindergarteners, for almost a decade, 
and her admiration for the work and play of children has only grown with each passing year.  
She dreams of one day seeing the wintering homes of the Monarch Butterfly in Mexico. 
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A Sacred Journey 

by 

Susie Robidoux 

 

Sacred Journey 

 

The sky is on fire in a blaze of vibrant hues 

Pause 

Appreciate 

Open this day and every day with a sense of reverence 

This is a sacred journey 

 

Embrace the quiet and gain strength 

Settling into the noise is not reflection enough 

Obligation will fade and love will prevail if given the space 

This is a sacred journey 

 

Devotion to stillness 

Slow down 

Behold and honor the divinity in nature 

Growth blooms from this practice 

This is a sacred journey 

 

Inner knowing deepens with every step 

You will be found 

This is my sacred journey 
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       Arriving at the Earth Sanctuary for the first time I felt summoned by the energy of the 
surroundings and the possibility of what this program would bring to me, and my students.  
It is nearly two years later, and I am still only on the brink of honoring all that has been 
awakened in me.  The small stirrings that have defined my path to date have created residual 
effects that have been seamlessly passed down to my students.  Yet, my work is not done. As 
I look ahead to the journey that opens before me, I am hopeful that I will continue to foster 
this deep knowing that defines my inner most being, and resonates all that is sacred in my 
teaching.   

       Looking back… 

Busting through the door, determined to make up for lost time, I am halted.  The sky is on fire in a blaze of 
vibrant hues.  I am suddenly so grateful for my delay as I behold the magnificence of the sunrise unfolding 
before me. In this instant I am reminded to pause, appreciate, and open this day and every day with a sense of 
reverence of all the beauty, (natural, spiritual, and communal) that surrounds me. 

       This excerpt from my first reflection brings me back to those first delicate moments 
when I was learning to hold those instants of wonder.  While appreciating nature was by no 
means a new practice, seeing it through the words, thoughts and perspectives of Thomas 
Berry was something that brought new eyes to an old love. 

I find my ability to embrace the quiet is gaining strength over my natural inclination to settle into the noise 
and call it reflection.   

       Such a beautiful thought, but such a hard reality for me.  This sentiment has since been 
lost to over commitment, life’s uninvited challenges, and exhaustion.  However, this 
intention is exactly that deep inner knowing that I am hoping to embody as this journey 
continues beyond the constructs of the Inner Life Program.   

In that moment obligation will fade and love will prevail. 

       This sentiment fills me up every day.  It is an essential truth for me. 

My devotion as I continue with this process is to hold onto that drive but with a sense of stillness.  Allowing 
and encouraging my mind, heart, and body to slow down.  Practicing the art of beholding, truly honoring the 
divinity in nature, and wealth of spiritual growth and understanding that blooms from this sacred practice.   

       In retrospect, I realize this devotion began with ease.  Forming my ritual of walking to 
school seemed to capture the simplicity I craved while also birthing the meditative space I 
was seeking.   Each morning was something different, and nature was simply bursting 
around me.   

I can proudly say that my practice is truly taking form and finding me more than I am crafting it.   

       To suggest I was beholding seemed almost presumptuous, since it was virtually 
impossible in those mornings to avoid the invigoration of the natural world.  I am not sure 
when the exact tipping point came, be it the slowing slumber of winter or the added 
obligations of commitments above and beyond a taxing school day, but my practice seemed 
to fall into a deep hibernation.   
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       I found myself returning to the words of my devotion, to help reground my intentions, 
and bring a sense of direction to a journey that was lost to the seasonal darkness.   

       As is often the case in my life, the students were the ones who helped me realize that 
while I was so intently looking for the best way to proceed with my devotion, I was engaging 
in it all along.  The joy of watching snow fall outside our classroom window in 
silence…catching snowflakes on our tongues and breathing the fresh cleansing air of the 
bitter cold.  These simplicities were exactly what were needed to guide my way.  

I can proudly say that my practice is truly taking form and finding me more than I am crafting it.   

       It is now Spring, and the earth is teeming once again with the promise of life, warmth, 
and light.  A natural intoxication has taken over, whispering for me to put aside obligation in 
favor of dancing in the rain, listening to the birds, and honoring the rebirth of the earth.  I 
am listening.  I am beholding.  I am continuing on my sacred journey, with a heart filled with 
gratitude, for I feel that inner knowing deepening with every step.    

       Thank You Peggy, Carolyn, and Sandy.  This program has been such a gift.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Susie Robidoux always knew she wanted to be a teacher, and has made it her life calling to 
be open to all the possible forms that it could take.  She began her formal exploration of 
teaching as a dance teacher when she was in high school.  She continued on to get her 
undergraduate degree from the University of Vermont in Elementary Education.  After 
teaching as a kindergarten and fifth grade teacher for a few years, she returned to school for 
her masters in Special Education.  She then taught as a special education teacher and 
subsequently a Title One coordinator and reading specialist in fifth and sixth grade. Susie’s 
teaching adventures took her abroad for two years working at the International School of 
Amsterdam.  Upon return to Asheville, she settled in at Rainbow Community School as the 
fourth grade teacher.  While she is grateful for all the experiences leading up to her current 
position, RCS is Susie’s home.  It has allowed her to express the truest form of herself as an 
educator from honoring the sacred in nature and spirit, to believing in creativity and magic. 
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Giving Voice to Love: 
Speaking to Schoolchildren through Poetry 

 
by  

 
Lisa Saintsing 

 

 

 
 
 

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

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

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

 
 

Observe 
 

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

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

 
 
 

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

 

 

 

Gift 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hope 
 
Your words inspire me  
And give me hope. 
I watch delighted as 
Your pens move easily  
Across the pages, 
Capturing the sense  
Of wonder that you feel 
As you discover nature’s bounty. 
I long to hear your hearts’ responses 
To all this beauty, 
This freedom to linger, 
Reflect, and share 
A deep communion 
With each other, yes, 
But also with the forest, 
The cool air of morning, 
The hidden birds 
And brilliant sunlight on the water. 
Here, now, a sacramental moment 
Is given to you. 
In this quiet solitude 
You can find God 
And begin to know Him. 
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Transformation 
 
Like the moon 
That hangs low in the morning sky 
Distinctly white yet translucent 
Against the emergent blues of dawn, 
I discern a certain excitement in your smile 
That does not match the wistful sadness that I feel, 
As I contemplate our impending separation. 
You are but a remnant of the night, 
A beam of hope and warmth and light 
In the inky blackness that envelopes and confounds. 
In you I saw my thoughts and dreams and fears reflected. 
I watched you grow close to fullness 
As I poured out my heart, my passion. 
You hung on my words of praise – 
Poetic and redemptive. 
Inevitably, though, you turn from me and wane, 
Your need to follow a cycle 
Stronger than your desire to remain 
And imitate, and so you wane and wax and wane again. 
You pull me close and then turn from me. 
You leave me waiting for your next phase. 
Now, before I am ready to let go, 
The sliver of your former self that I beheld but briefly 
Gives rise to one unknown – 
Transcendent, whole and radiant, 
Your own passions have been lit. 
You burn with a ferocious desire, 
You are yourself aglow. 
 
 
And so ends another school year and now my Inner Life of the Child in Nature class as well.  
I am deeply grateful for the opportunity this class and the Poetry of Nature programs have 
afforded me.  I also give thanks for my mentors and classmates in the Inner Life program 
who shared their hearts’ messages with me and showed me patience as I tried to learn a new 
way of being present in our world.  May you all know peace and may you always take the 
time to commune with nature. 
 
Lisa Saintsing teaches literature and language arts to middle school students at Our Lady of Grace 
School in Greensboro, NC.  She received a B.A. in Literature from the University of Virginia and 
completed education courses at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill in order to secure a 
teaching license.  She grew up walking to and from school through the woods and has loved hiking 
and spending time in nature ever since.  She shares her love of poetry and the out-of-doors with her 
students by taking them on an annual field trip to the Poetry of Nature program offered by the 
Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World.  For the last several years the wonderful 
poetry they have written there has been compiled and published independently in books available 
through the Bookemon website. Lisa is married and has three children and two dogs. 
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Learning To Find My Silence 

by 

Kim Skeen 

 

       My practice has not been a smooth or easy process.  My practice was to spend time each 
day in silence to reflect on my intentions and focus of working with my students.  My goal 
being to remember that each child is sacred and working on being a bridge to connect them 
to what is sacred around them.  This sounds wonderful but as the days progressed and the 
business of life progressed…my “practice” was often put on the back burner.   

       When spring rolled around, I noticed a shift.  I was drawn outside by the beauty and 
new life that was all around me!  Watching the forest come to life - small shoots of green 
appearing through the layers of dank brown leaves and thawing soil - is really just one of the 
amazing gifts and lessons this earth offers. This spring I have been spending most of my 
“free time” in the woods.  I am blessed to live in a gorgeous area surrounded by hundreds of 
acres of natural, public lands. When spring arrived here in western North Carolina I tried to 
spend as much time as possible enjoying everything it had to offer.  I was able to refocus my 
energy and devote some of my time again to my “practice”. 

       This was a process that I realized later that needed to happen and that I needed to 
experience in order to make my practice stronger and more personal.  I felt very much 
removed from it before this shift occurred.  It felt forced and did not feel like an organic 
process.   

       Turns out that my lessons came from the natural world, just as the earth goes through 
the dormancy of the winter months only to be able to produce new rich and vibrant growth 
each year.   This is a necessary cycle that allows for new growth that is stronger and more 
productive.  I was very grateful for this realization and the new life that was being brought 
into my practice each day.   

       I have come to the realization that my practice needs to be organic and unveil itself to 
me slowly overtime.  I don’t need to feel like a failure if I miss a day or even a week, I just 
need to be open and set my intention to accept what it has to offer.   I have the amazing 
opportunity to work with children and learn from them daily about being patient and staying 
present.  These lessons have helped with the formation of my practice over the last year.  My 
goal is no longer to give children an experience in the natural world, teach them about plants 
and animals, and then just expect them to have a sacred connection from that experience.  
My goal now is to still get the students outside as much as possible but without a lot of 
talking and teaching from me.  I am learning to find my silence and let the natural world do 
all the talking.  It is to allow the space for the children to make their own discoveries and 
connections.  This seems like a much more organic and natural process, unforced and not 
contrived.   
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       I am grateful for the opportunity to have been able to participate in this journey.  I feel 
as though my connections are deeper and more intimate.  This experience has equipped me 
with a greater understanding of the need for silence and reverence in my life and for that I 
am very appreciative!   

 “Our challenge isn’t so much to teach children about the natural world, but to find ways to 
nurture and sustain the instinctive connections they already carry.”1 

— Terry Krautwurst 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kim Skeen is the Art and Outdoor Education teacher at Mountain Sun Community School 
in Brevard, NC.  She graduated from Appalachian State University with a BS in Experiential 
Education in 1996.  Since then she has led wilderness trips for youth, worked and lived at a 
summer camp and boarding school in Brevard, directing the summer art program and 
serving as the Medical Coordinator for many years.  She has also taught pottery classes at a 
local pottery studio in Brevard.  She currently runs a pottery day camp each summer.  Kim's 
passions for the outdoors and art have been able to mesh perfectly at Mountain Sun.  She is 
very excited about having the opportunity to teach at a school that inspires creativity and 
fosters a connection to the natural world.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Terry Krautwurst quoted on an art poster. 
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Settings for Science Learning 

by 

Linda Tugurian 

 

 

       As many of you know, my journey this year has mostly focused on my dissertation 
research and writing as part of the completion of my doctoral program in science education 
at North Carolina State University.  I’d like to say that I somehow found time to complete a 
separate and compelling project as a culmination of the two-year Inner Life program, but the 
reality is that doctoral work has been more consuming than I ever imagined and no 
additional projects of any kind have been possible.  In fact, it’s been so crazy that at times 
friends have actually had to remind me to eat.  It should come as no surprise that this 
reflection is weeks late (thanks for your patience, Peggy, Carolyn and Sandy) simply because 
I have not had the will to put pen to paper in any sort of academic enterprise before today.  
Even today, I’m struggling to resist the call of the woods around me, beckoning me from my 
computer and into the subtle greens and intricate patterns of the world around me.  I may 
yet lose the battle. 

       And yet, in my heart, I know this loss will be a gain.  The woods have provided a deep 
comfort and source of strength throughout this journey.  I am so looking forward to 
becoming reacquainted with their wonder. 

       But I digress. 

       It turns out, rather than a separate journey, my experience in the Inner Life program 
became entwined with my dissertation research, leading me to examine the ways in which 
children become connected with the natural world.  Peggy and Sandy gave me the 
opportunity to bear witness to the transformational experience of one class of 5th grade 
students as they spent three days over the course of this school year at the Center, coming to 
know and love the natural world as they interacted with it and with each other.  It was an 
amazing process; reminding me of both the shortcomings of traditional schooling and the 
great potential of what can be accomplished when the classroom teacher is willing to 
embrace the unknown and trust that children’s educational growth is not necessarily best 
fostered within the walls of a school building. 

       In my dissertation research, I was able to document many of the changes that occurred 
in individuals and in the class as a result of their involvement at the Center.  It’s a 200 plus 
page document, available online, for those who care to read that sort of thing.  But here, I’d 
like to spend some time sharing some more personal reflections about the experiences that 
I’m not sure fit in a traditional research paper.  These are things that have stuck with me; 
things that I’ve been turning around in my head, considering what they mean for me, and 
discerning what the next steps in my journey might be. 



	   62	  

       Whenever I’ve taken children into the woods, and I’ve taken lots of children from all 
sorts of backgrounds into the woods, I have been surprised by the way certain students 
suddenly stand out to me.  This happens nearly every time.  It happens even though I know 
the students very well within the context of the science classroom.  I know their interests in 
science; I know what activities they are likely to enjoy; I know something about their reading 
and writing abilities.  Yet, I am surprised.  And, I am simultaneously frustrated. Why didn’t I 
know?  Why didn’t I recognize this child’s connectedness to the natural world, especially 
when this connectedness is such an absolutely central part of my own life? 

       I’ve decided that on one level, the answer is simple.  Teaching in a traditional public 
school, as I do, I simply have no real way of knowing.  That is to say, my knowledge of my 
students is constrained by the classroom walls. I rarely have opportunities to see them 
outdoors, apart from recess.  I don’t get to see them slow down to examine an insect trail on 
a leaf or to be silent to listen for the call of a toad or to ponder the way the sunlight reflects 
off the water or to delight in the discovery of a carpenter bee’s spitting too close it’s nest.  In 
order to see these things, to see how children interact with nature, you have to spend time 
with them in natural settings.  You simply can’t see it in a classroom. 

       You also have to listen to children.  Schools, in my opinion, are not generally places 
where children’s voices are heard.  We ask them to conform to adult behavioral 
expectations, be interested in what adults think they should know, and learn the way adults 
learn.  We ask them to detach from their emotions and stick to the standards. In honesty, 
I’ve taught for over 20 years and it’s really only recently through my research that I’ve been 
able to take time to ask students what they think their science experience should be like, 
what topics they’d like to explore, how they feel about science and nature, and how they 
think their teachers should be teaching science.  Sadly, within the normal context of school, 
teachers don’t get to do this.  And, even if they could, teachers often are stripped of the 
autonomy to design their instruction in response to children’s ideas and input. 

       In the beginning of my research, I talked to 5th graders to find out what their thoughts 
and feelings about the natural world were.  I asked them what nature was to them.  And here 
are some of their answers (in their words): 

• To me, nature is a place where you can enjoy all the life around you and see things I don’t usually 
see. 

• I feel without it I could not live. 
• Nature is majestic and the most important thing in the world. 
• Nature is my home where I feel safe and protected. 
• Nature is like a brother to me.  And I feel like I belong in nature. 
• A lot of people don’t realize how beautiful, wonderful and important nature really is, but I do.  

Whenever it is just me and the forest and animals and when I’m pretty far from commercialization, 
I feel free. 

• When I need some time to clear my head or relax and be alone, I go to nature. 
• Nature is a place where you can be free. 
• Nature is like a second home. I feel very happy and peaceful when I am outside with trees and 

plants and/or animals. 
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       Fifth graders.  Again, I was surprised.  And, again, I thought to myself, “How did I not 
know how strongly they felt about the natural world?  How did I miss it?  Like a brother to 
me?  I should have known that about that child.  Think of the conversations we could have 
had, the connections I could have made.” 

       In the next phase of my research, I had the opportunity to watch 5th graders interact 
with the natural world.  I listened to them having mature conversations about their fears 
about being in nature and about organisms like daddy long legs and spiders.  I saw 
rambunctious, lively 5th graders walking silently through the woods, pointing out things of 
beauty to a partner.  I heard them thoughtfully reflecting on their emotions and intuitive 
connections to the world around them.  I saw children who were behavior problems at 
school emerge as interested and engaged learners.   I recorded the teacher’s surprise at how 
different her children were “out there,” saw children jump in piles of leaves for the very first 
time, and documented some of the interesting ways the experience impacted her classroom 
culture over the course of the year. 

       And then a child asked, “Was that stuff we did at the Center science?” I thought, “How 
does that child not know it was science?” To me science is a process of engaging children in 
the practices of scientists; of noticing and observing, of recording data, of thinking and 
reflecting, of learning to access more information to better understand the organisms and 
phenomena children notice; of wondering and asking questions, and of developing a deep 
concern and respect for the world around them.  Of course they were doing science! 

       But, instead of answering the question, I asked the child, “What do you think?” And 
then, I asked each child I interviewed the same question. This is how I learned what science 
was to these 5th graders.   

• Science is good and hard at the same time because I don’t understand most of it. 
• Science is a tool we can use to manipulate nature and help people. 
• Without science we would not know what nature is. 
• Science is a discovery or something that people make. 
• Science is a place where I feel trapped.  I don’t like science. 
• Science is my favorite subject. 
• Science is my least favorite subject. 
• Science is class where we learn stuff that will be on the test. 

  

       One child explained how the experience at the Center was different from science at 
school.  He said:  

[It was like science] because of all the things that we saw. And how we had to study all those 
different things.  But it was kind of science made into a path, museum kind of thing.  In science 
class, it’s a small closed space and we focus on one single thing usually.  A single topic.  And there 
[at the Center], there’s a bunch of different things.  Well, there is a main idea, like in a museum, 
like a dinosaur museum or something.  And that was of course, nature.  It was the main idea.  But 
it had a lot more things instead of science class.  Science class is experiments and that’s what we do.  
And that thing we went to [the Center], it was more like a museum where we could explore things 
that interested us. 
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       Another said: 

We don’t really get to choose our experiments in science class.  Out there, you could just do whatever 
you want, you could choose your path, what you want to learn.  I kind of wish school would do more 
of that, like they’d talk to us more about what we wanted to learn because like you’re not going to 
learn it if you’re not really interested in it. Something like if you’re reading a book about something 
you hate, then you’re not going to learn it. 

       A student who was notably engaged in the woods, but struggled with science at school 
said: 

I don’t know, it’s just… the things that we learn there [in science class], it just doesn’t hold interest 
of my mind and body.  It’s fun and all, but sometimes it doesn’t.  I kind of wish we could have 
science outside, because there I can always focus, if it’s raining out or if it’s sunny, I kind of wish it 
was outside either way.  I’d be more relaxed and I wouldn’t be so stressed out.  I could be calmer. 

       Often in environmental education research, we look at the benefits of interventions that 
bring children into programs based in the natural world.  We ask, “What is gained by 
engaging children in such activities?”  Consequently, I can cite numerous research studies 
that document gains when teachers relocate science instruction outdoors.   

       But this, I’m beginning to think, is the wrong question.  Maybe it’s not about how much 
more science children learn by spending time in natural settings as part of science 
instruction.  Maybe it’s really more a question of what we as educators are communicating to 
children when we teach science solely indoors.  Maybe we should ask, “Is it even possible to 
teach science effectively entirely inside the classroom?”  Personally, I no longer think an 
indoor elementary science program represents best practice in the teaching of science.  

       Based on my conversations with children, I think when science is taught primarily 
indoors, it isn’t easily connected by children to the things children see, do, smell, hear, taste, 
feel and generally experience in the world.  Science taught solely inside the school building 
becomes a subject; it becomes a discipline; it becomes a body of facts.  Science becomes 
something that others discover and science class is a place where children go to learn it.  
There’s no point in asking questions because the teacher will tell children the answers they 
need to know. 

       This is the model we provide to students when we fail to extend our science classroom 
to the local environment. 

       It’s no wonder science isn’t interesting to children by the time they reach middle school.  
By then, children know science as they’ve experienced it in school: decontextualized facts 
about the world around them. 

       Teaching in the environment is not the same as teaching about the environment.   

       Science shouldn’t be limited to learning about the environment.  It is the process of learning 
about the environment while in the environment.  It is noticing, reflecting, wondering, caring, feeling, 
thinking, questioning, collecting data, talking with others, and testing out ideas. These things 
are so accessible in the outdoors, where there’s so much change and diversity and things yet 
to be discovered. The classroom environment has severe limitations in the elementary setting 
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if you want to try to teach science by engaging students in the practice of scientists. Maybe 
it’s time we as educators address the importance of setting in learning and doing science in 
the context of the elementary school. 

       Anyway.  So go the ramblings of a recovering doctoral student on a journey. 

       I think I’ll go for that walk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Linda Tugurian is a career educator who currently serves as Science/Technology 
Facilitator at Forest View Elementary School in Durham, North Carolina.  Her research 
explores children’s connectedness with the natural world, focusing on the way children’s 
thoughts and feelings about nature relate to their experience of elementary school science.  
She received her BA in Environmental Studies from Oberlin College (1984), MS in Science 
and Environmental Education from Cornell University (1986), and her PhD in Science 
Education from North Carolina State University (2014).  She became one of the first 
certified North Carolina Environmental Educators (1998) and holds National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards Certification in Young Adolescent Science (2003, renewed 
2013). As an educator, she strives to bring children and the adults who work with them into 
relationship with the world around them, fostering wonder, amazement, and a sense of 
community through contact with nature.  
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Good Vibrations and Other Rambles 

by 

 William C. Wallenbeck 

 

      It’s one thing to study the mystics, another to even imagine what such a life might be for 
anyone today.  Surely, there is a longing and some reflected energy calling, but it is a ragged 
reflection, a shaggy shaman looking back at me… really…but I have stepped it up this year. 

      Cosmic cushion!  Safron yellow baby!!  And a new royal blue Zebuton!  Nice!  Ok I’m 
still a ragged transfoming mess, but now sitting in style!  whoop whoop!! 

      Adding to the cool vibe, I was able to upgrade from my phone alarm bell tone to an 
actual Tibetan Prayer Bowl!  Whoa!  Made in Nepal prior to being cut off from the world by 
the Chinese government. 

      It is all about the vibrations, right?   We are drawn to a new horizon, a view above the 
fray, where we hear and feel a rolling energy, loving, hopeful, good vibrations…Hit it boys!   

 

I, I love the colorful clothes she wears 

And on the way this sunlight plays upon her hair 

I hear the sound of a gentle word 

On the wind that lifts her perfume through the air. 

 

I'm pickin' up good vibrations 

She's giving me the excitations 

I'm pickin' up good vibrations 

(Oom bop bop good vibrations) 

(Oom bop bop excitations) 

She's giving me the excitations 

I'm pickin' up good vibrations 

(Good good good good vibrations) 

She's giving me the excitations 
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I'm pickin' up good vibrations 

(Good good good good vibrations) 

She's giving me the excitations 

Close my eyes, she's somehow closer now 

Softly smile, I know she must be kind 

When I look in her eyes 

She goes with me to a blossom world 

I'm pickin' up good vibrations 

She's giving me the excitations...1 

 

      What a fun and great oldie from the Beach Boys!   

      But vibrations, waves of energy, emanations unseen, both heard and unheard are at the 
heart of life and love. 

      The singing bowl, made in Nepal, poured and pounded out of the minerals from that 
enchanted highland, by skillful, prayerful hands and I feel their hearts with each vibrating 
ring as they call me to join them in prayer. 

      A year ago, almost, we gathered and reflected and wrote on our devoted intentions. Mine 
was a bullet point rambling …  

Audubon eco-shaman ~ Bridging urban, machine and natural world~  

Discovering wild in urban ~ being with/communion with the “wild”  

…And something about it being particularly with trees and birds.  

      Two months later I moved to my present place, an apartment above an old Raleigh 
home, where I am about 2 ½ stories above the street and surrounded by greenery and a 
canopy of beautiful oak, pines, magnolia…all home to hundreds of new avian 
neighbors!  They wake with me and the sun, singing their odes to the dawning new day. 

      As I sit on my prayer cushion, singing the silent song, my feathery fellow monks sing 
along, adding their sweet harmonies to the sacred overture of pure and present being.  While 
I struggle to surrender the constant mind chatter of plans, analysis, ego and agendas, they set 
the right tone, calling me back to an empty delightful wonder, a worry-free, grace-filled life. 

      Faithfully, every morning they begin this practice and I am called to join them. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QSLMWasU0rM&feature=kp 
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      We are reminded, “Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into 
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And 
can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?”2  

      My “Good Vibrations Community” is growing…from one little Wren (granddaughter) 
to a whole flock!   

      “Waiting forward,” is my expression for a contemplative stance in life; it is far from 
static, rather full movement, interior and exterior pulses, rhythms.  It is marked by waiting, 
listening, tuning in to good vibrations, hearing the unspoken good news that God, the 
sacred, is here in all things. 

“The glory of God fills, FILLS, the earth!”   

      This year’s practice was hoped to include a greater practice of “writing forward; a waiting 
within the wild communion for the emergence of an appropriate rhetoric – an imaginative 
“shocking” (not edifying) return to our senses (David Abram).  Speech that helps bridge us 
from over “here” into an eco-sustainable/humble deep ecology where there is no over here 
or there, but only with, being with…poetry, story, fable, koans, and I would add dances.  

      But this element has not happened and if it is to be, may require a greater patience, a 
longer gestation or maybe a deeper time of quiet, before this speech begins to have voice.    

      It may be critical to say, an important warning if you will, that language can be a kind of 
idolatry! 

     So take whatever theological / philosophical path and you will be pouring words of god / 
life in clay or bronze or gold castings, but you will not in the end have GOD or LIFE! 

     Words are symbols, made up of letters, simple scratchings, signs, changing constantly in 
usage, all tied together to form sentences and paragraphs, essays even.  :)  Yet, they are bereft 
of touch, emotion, sun or starlight, actual reality; they are poor mirrors, reaching metaphors 
that fall short of being.  Hold them lightly, humbly and rather, live!  Enter into creation, 
yours, your body spirit life, your neighbors of all kinds, and love.  Live into knowing, let your 
love of life, both heart and mind, direct your paths. 

      “As we seek to escape from the wasteland about us, we witness these ancient springs 
once again flowing with cool water capable of sustaining us on the next phase of our 
journey. Contemplative traditions are renewed, prayer is again a source of wisdom, and the 
healing power of silence is rediscovered.  As the need for a more mystical relationship with 
the Earth becomes more widespread, education could become an initiation into a wisdom 
tradition rather than simply an acquisition of factual data.”3 

~ Thomas Berry, The Sacred Universe 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Matthew 6, New Testament. 
3 Thomas Berry, The Sacred Universe (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 64. 
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      Being immersed in the work of Thomas Berry, as well as The Living School with 
contemporary mystics like Rohr, Finley and Bourgeault is perhaps for me another layer of 
critical detox from the world of observation and analysis, an approach to living built on 
one’s dualistic mental gymnastics that keeps one distant and other than.  

     To whatever degree my calling can be understood as a kind of shaggy shaman, it is 
necessary to sit with and under these great elders and teachers.  It also has raised questions 
of how is this work carried on, how is it shared?  What is the process of apprenticeship, right 
of passage?  What is the work day to day?  Where is the community for accountability, a 
deep knowing, support and love?   How do I proceed? 

      A shaman; a Taliesin-like role, helping to bridge into a sustainable human culture by 
enjoining human and more than human beings through a deep inscendent engagement with 
one another, supported by the deepest of our human varied spiritual stories, moving from 
deep gratitude toward a deeper consciousness and experience of the good news! 

      A Reflection on the Inscendent Nature of the Divine:  Dualism - a False Choice between 
Matter and Spirit. 

      Where is God?  No where and everywhere, inscendent, as Thomas Berry has taught us. 

      Dare I say it, there is nothing "outside" of the material reality. 

      YHWH, Breath, Air; is God in us or outside or innate or beyond?? 

      God as ultimate reality / truth cannot be outside. 

      S'He may be beyond explanation or ultimate experience of but not outside or beyond life 
or our material universe. 

      This for me removes the problem of eternal material eternal spirit, there is no split 
here.  They, we, are one.  All is eternal, is sacred. 

      Evangel - the good news has always been -  the glory of God fills the earth! 

      I don’t want to come across as knowing with certainty, but my sense is that the eternal 
good news flows out of the nature of God.  A God nature wedded to loving creative flow 
into and out of life, patiently forever evolving to high good.   

      Eternal good word, Logos, “All things came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life...And the Word 
became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only 
son, full of grace and truth.”4 

      Sacred, always moving, waiting, creating, coming, loving into the highest good and Jesus 
is that coming to it’s penultimate; the Oneness of SpiritMatter, this is reality. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 John 1: 3-14, New Testament. 
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      This good word life was available to Abraham of Mesopotamia, Siddhartha Gautama of 
India, Muhammad of Arabia, Confucius of China, etc. to all of their ancestors and to all their 
descendants.  It is universal. 

      The gift of ONE helps us to come to a greater sense of integration and to an experience 
of the Divine that is beyond breaking down into multiple categories or "gods" yet we all 
need to do this if we use any kind of language or symbol at all in attempting to describe our 
human experience of or within the Divine. 

      So again in all directions in all time we can see the sacred, hear the good news, taste the 
sacraments in our mouths. 

      Whatever imagined in the above words and intentions, reality has shaped this year on its 
own terms.   

      Exploris - Wellness & Body Life: 

      Circle practice with middle school students… chime, silence, listening, self awareness, 
interior discoveries, voice, emotion - indoor and outdoor listening at Nash Square.  An 
interior wealth mirrored outward by the expanse of the Cosmos.  A wealth that would be 
such a loss to each and all if left undiscovered.  Finding your unique and powerful voice; 
learning to hear it first, to honor it and then to speak or share it with others.  Embracing 
your life, power, voice and needs.   

      Socrates - “the unexamined life is not worth living.”  

      Waiting Forward – The Second Half of Life’s Journey 

      In the second half of life, I have embraced many of my shadows.  I am freer to dance 
with them, no longer wasting so much energy fighting them. 

      There is little desire to fight at all, even for what if just and right and good.  Instead, 
there is faith, dependence, a humble surrender that allows you to be present, to be a quiet 
influence for change, to focus on changing your attitude rather than others. 

      Our hearts are broadened to where less and less is outside its embrace, until we come to 
that place where everyone and everything belongs and we are at home.  We are learning to 
love well and love deeply. 

      We might say our vibrations, our energies have slowed and steadied and found a truer 
alignment with the ring of life at our very core; the sacred ring of what is truth, reality, God. 

 

I believe in all that has never yet been spoken. 

I want to free what waits within me 

so that what no one has dared to wish for 
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may for once spring clear 

without my contriving. 

 

If this is arrogant, God, forgive me, 

but this is what I need to say. 

May what I do flow from me like a river, 

no forcing and no holding back, 

the way it is with children. 

 

Then in these swelling and ebbing currents 

these deepening tides moving out, returning, 

I will sing you as no one ever has, 

 

streaming through widening channels, 

into the open sea.5 

 

      I am still heading toward dancing…still.  My body calls me there, “Use your feet boy, 
listen to the gift, ‘Walking I am the size I am.’” 

      Move, live into those steps, literally and otherwise, dance ahead into the twilight, the 
next hew horizon, and fear not that no one knows the dance, and if they laugh, laugh deeply 
from such an exquisite freedom! 

      Dance with your loves, dance with your little ones, dance with your losses, dance with 
the wind and winged, dance with the heavens, each night with the moon, love her, hold her 
in darkness and sigh, such a beauty and she is yours. 

      Dance freely, holding each one lightly, passing them on as others come by to join in, 
broaden your heart, love deepens, for the beneficence of the dance is without end. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Rainer Maria Rilke, Rilke’s Book of Hours: Love Poems to God, trans. Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy 
(New York: Riverhead Books, 1996), 58. 
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      May the childlike shaman in me and you dance as Rilke would sing to God, 

 

“dancing you as no one ever has, 

streaming through widening channels 

into the open sea.” 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Wallenbeck was born in Washington DC, a military baby, who would live in many 
places, most being in the Western high desert regions and often under the watchful eye of 
the Sierra Madres.  He is father of four wonderful children; Amy, Melissa, Luke and Ben and 
proud “Papa” of two precious grandchildren; Wren, almost 4, and Calder, who just 
celebrated his first birthday.  Ten years ago, after 28 years of traditional pastoral work in one 
church in Western New York, Bill left in order to step out into a broader way and sense of 
what God was up to in the world.  He has experienced a steady and irresistible pull into 
simplicity and a contemplative exploration of life.  He present work, along with daily practice 
of silence and prayer, is teaching Wellness and Body Life at Exploris Middle School in 
Raleigh, NC.  EMS mission:  “To create a challenging and supportive learning community that engages 
each student in understanding and building a connected, just, and sustainable world.”  A key to living into 
that mission is a commitment to providing hands on learning in and experience of our 
natural world.  
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From Contemplation to Manifestation: 
  Reflections and Ideas From My Work With  

The Center for Education, Imagination and the Natural World 
 

by 
 

Sonja Younger 

  
 

I’m bringing something into being from this work the Center has asked me to do. It 
began with re-discovering my wings. I arrived at the Center with my creative spirit waning 
and my sense of purpose lost in the storm of life.  I was worn. The Center’s work asked me 
to find healing, so that my work could continue with the vigor of youth. I re-awakened my 
connection to the earth with a simple practice…the slow walking and noticing around my 
little neighborhood pond. With the center’s guidance and encouragement, I have walked 
nearly every morning and every night for two years. I extend my gratitude also to my walking 
partner, Lucy, without whom I would have wavered in the face of cold rain and winter wind. 
My steadfast companion, my nature guide, had me out there. What joy I discovered, 
remembering the cold, biting air of my childhood and how rejuvenating and life-affirming 
inclement weather can be for me. It certainly contributed to the foundation of my fortitude 
and, feeling it here in the winter of the South, helped me to remember this part of my 
rearing. I walked. I noticed. I noticed my thoughts and my breath and all of the life around 
me.  
 

My intentions: The why of the work... 
 

Through this program I have become familiar with the explorers who seek to 
understand the connection between nature and soul. Having personally benefited from the 
role of nature in the development of my being, I desire to share this good thing for the 
benefit of the young people around me. I must continue to manifest this connection in my 
soul life and learn how to support this connection in others. In so doing, I hope to help 
manifest a knowledgeable and heart-driven, positive, mutual and sustainable relationship 
between the earth and our species. I believe this is possible. If I were to become truly 
specialized, I would like for this work to serve the most disenfranchised and the most 
privileged of our youth. Both extreme groups are leaders in their own rights. The rest will 
follow. I would like to learn how to do this and share it with others who seek the same work. 
In this way, I believe my one life will help contribute to a future for other life.  
 

What kind of connection with the natural world will heal our ecological crisis? One 
of ‘rapport, communion and affection’. One of ‘compassion, empathy and gratitude’.  
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It begins with home. The natural world is our physical home, as the source of life,  
and our emotional home, as a source of spiritual renewal. This is the truth and it should be 
understood as such.  
 

How did I develop this sensitivity to nature? When did I develop this knowing for 
what is ‘real and worthwhile in life’?1 Thomas Berry had a field, and a moment of intense 
awakening.  I believe my connection grew in a less dramatic way. It was the constancy of 
being outside, bored, after school and all summer long. Or hours sitting with my feet 
hanging over the side of the sailboat, staring at the passing water. Or the rocky shores and 
dark sea that matched my early adolescent frame of mind. But, I did not know the 
connection was forming. I did not see it as a source in me at all. Until I met a guide. A 
teacher guide, who shared his love and connection and I recognized that I had it too! I was 
so excited and so grateful that I knew, in very short order, that I would do for others what 
he had chosen to do for me. I was 15. Those early years of adolescence are so prickly 
because they are wracked with change. This is a time of real vulnerability, rich in promise for 
creating lasting shifts towards well-being.  
 
“If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder...he needs the companionship of at least one adult who 

can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in.” 2 
  

~ Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder 
 

How do we cultivate this sensitivity in others?  
 

How do I ‘help develop a capacity for interior presence to oneself?’3 I desire to work 
within the constructs of my classroom. As such, I would like to explore the following ideas... 
 

Silence - how to bring my students to silence. And then have them write about the 
experience.  

 
Rhythms - “...have we created a panting, breathless pace of activity, stimulation and 
engagement with little time to pause, reflect, digest, process and just be?”4 I would 
like to welcome and end each class with a quieting rhythm.  This is a tall order at the 
middle school level, but for this reason perhaps the most necessary? Could I do this 
with the tending of ecosystems and journaling?  

 
Nature Table - continue displaying found items, rotating them and inviting touch.  

 
Tending an individual ecosystem - I can create a structure to stand in the window 
that would suspend 20 glass beakers, within which the children can create a small 
ecosystem that they maintain for the year. We can use this to explore the concepts of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Thomas Berry, The Great Work: Our Way into the Future (New York: Bell Tower, 1999), 13.  
2 Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder (New York: Harper Collins, 1998), 55. 
3 Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with 
Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 60. 
4 Marie Nordgren, “Nurturing the Soul of the Child at Home (Chrysalis, 11, Spring 2014) 17. 
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ecology as well as the methods of science by guiding their individual thinking from 
observations to questions to investigations. 

 
Open Scavenger Hunt - this modification on the classic biological scavenger hunt 
explores the students’ experience in nature more so than their knowledge. 
Combining this with ‘flagging’, where the students mark something note-worthy for 
the class to explore further together upon return, may help foster open-ended 
seeking in nature.  

 
Sit Spots - creating spaces at school and encouraging students to create a space at 
home.  

 
Star-gazing - offering an astronomy enrichment and guided gazing opportunities for 
students.  

 
Create a Nature Guide - Natural History is no longer in our national psyche. 
Recently I went on a two-day paddle into a swamp with a group of teachers. One 
young teacher was especially impressive. She taught 7th and 8th grade math and 
science. She loved nature and clearly has all the smarts and heart to be a great teacher. 
She grew up in Durham in a suburban, middle-class neighborhood. A tufted-tit-
mouse landed near us. She did not know what it was. She had never heard of such a 
bird, never heard of its name. ‘A mouse?’ she asked. How had we failed her? How 
much catching up did she have to do as a teacher of the natural world? How much 
had she missed? Shame on us for allowing this diminishment of our basic knowledge, 
even in those who seek to study and love nature.  

 
Journal - Students find a spot at home and from that spot, over the year, they record 
and learn about any species they see or hear. They record what they find beautiful. 
They listen. They smell. They take a deep breath. They describe how they feel. They 
ask questions. They write a poem, without editing, so their true feelings are captured. 
They immerse themselves in this place and enjoy it.   

 
“Those who contemplate the beauty of the Earth find reserves of strength that will endure 

as long as life lasts.” 5 
 

~ Rachel Carson, Silent Spring 
 
 

Curricular connections… 
 

I love Colette Segalla’s choice of Thich Nhat Hanh’s quote… 
 

“You carry Mother Earth within you. She is not outside of you. Mother Earth is not just your 
environment.  

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/30396-those-who-contemplate-the-beauty-of-the-
earth-find-reserves 
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Breath in and be aware of your body and look deeply into it and realize you are the Earth and your 
consciousness is also the consciousness of the Earth...so the healing of the people should go together 
with the healing of the Earth.” 6  

 
I will continue to help my students discover this essential truth within their standard 

studies. For example: 
 
● Earth History - the stars and the formation of all matter, including us.  We are stardust.  
● Nutrition - The elements of food and how they reveal themselves within our physical 

body and bodily processes. We are the atoms we consume.   
● Ecology - the cycling of matter and energy through us. We absorb, release and rely 

upon energy, which never disappears.  
● Biochemistry - The cycling of atoms and the laws of energy conservation…what 

happens to us when we die? Who, and what, am I?  
● Microbiology - The framework of the similarities of all life on Earth. What is our place 

in it?  
 
Dr. Segalla states that the question of “who am I?” can only really be meaningfully answered 
in terms of the child’s sense of belonging within the larger whole. With this as the premise of 
a science curriculum, a teacher can create a self-evidentiary experience for the students of 
their place within the context of the universe.  
 

Practices outside of my teaching… 
 
Moving. Thomas Berry said that "one must first acquire a capacity for interior presence to 
oneself.  Through contemplation one sinks deeply into the subjectivity of one's own being to 
deepen one's personal sacred center."7 I have been studying BMC yoga for the last several 
years. I have shared it with students, fellow teachers and with elderly residents of my 
community. It is a source of physical and emotional rejuvenation. I feel that all of this makes 
sense, that my life’s activities have synergy and have created their own energy. I was thrilled 
to read Dr. Segalla’s guided meditation helping others to remember and re-live the blessing 
of a nature connection. I find her work and her words resonate deeply within my 
consciousness and I will use them.8 
 
Guides and fellow seekers. I would like to thank Peggy Whalen-Levitt, whose quiet, unassuming 
and unyielding encouragement and belief in my capacity to share her vision gives me the 
support I need to carry on this work. I would also like to thank and honor Carolyn Toben.  
When I sit in her sage-like presence I feel growth within myself and an urgency to learn 
more about Thomas Berry and spread his ideas.  When both of these great woman speak, I 
hang on their every word...absorbing and chewing on each idea... and lament that I won’t be 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Thich Nhat Hanh quoted in Colette Segalla, The Soul Development of the Child in 
Nature” (Chrysalis, 11, Spring 2014), 10. 
7 Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with 
Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 60. 
8 Colette Segalla, “Soul Development”, 4-5. 
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able to recall them exactly. I feel an immense gratitude for the events that led me to learn 
from them.  
 
“One must first acquire a capacity for interior presence to oneself...This becomes the deepening of the capacity 

for communion with all things.” 9 
  

~ Thomas Berry  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Sonja Younger was born in Rhode Island and grew up by the ocean, where she first formed 
her life-long connection with the natural world. She began her career of sharing this 
connection with teens in 1992, teaching for Save The Bay. Working with disadvantaged teens 
on the ocean she loved cemented her life's direction as a guide to the natural world for 
young people. She holds a bachelor's degree in biology and a post-graduate certificate in 
secondary education from the University of Rhode Island. She taught high school biology 
and environmental science in Acton, Massachusetts. She relocated to North Carolina 13 
years ago, where she currently teaches general science at Woods Charter School and raises 
her daughter, Sophia. At this stage of her teaching career, Ms. Younger is finding that her 
work is becoming deeper and more meaningful to her as she continues building 
understanding and connection between the natural world and adolescents.   

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Thomas Berry quoted in Carolyn Toben, Recovering a Sense of the Sacred: Conversations with 
Thomas Berry (Whitsett, NC: Timberlake Earth Sanctuary Press, 2012), 60.	  	  


