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SUMMARY 

WrenSong is an adult religious educational program designed to foster a reawakening of 

an innate eco-spirituality in the participant. The emphasis is on experiences that allow the 

seeker to become more aware of the natural world, of the seasons and of deep time. Through 

exploration, meditation, shared and individual experiences, WrenSong helps seekers develop 

a sense of kinship with the world around them. The WrenSong program is intended to 

provide a framework for the development of an eco-spirituality grounded in the local place 

and its seasons. It is a year-long program that includes group walks, field trips, communal 

meals and gatherings to share experiences and insights. As the program proceeds through the 

year, it is hoped that not only will each participant develop a richer connection with nature 

and the world around us, but that a community of such individuals will develop, flourish, and 

continue the exploration and sharing. The program described in this thesis provides a 

calendar, types of activities, guidelines and tips for developing the program, but ultimately it 

is a flexible framework so that small groups of seekers can design the program to suit their 

resources and community.  
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Note: The bloodroot, dogs-tooth violet, Atamasco lily, Solomon’s seal and maroon trillium 

are spring ephemeral wildflowers native to the forests of the American South. 
Ephemerals are plants that spend most of the year underground. These plants emerge in 

late winter, quickly flower and then die back. Their above-ground presence is fleeting, 

often no more than six to eight weeks. Their ephemeral nature calls the seeker to be alert; 

to seek their presence even when everything in the forest seems dormant. They remind 

us that much is happening deep underground, beyond of our awareness.  
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Introduction 

Wrens inhabit many different habitats, including woodlands, deserts, marshes and 

streams. Yet many wren species are also very much at home in parks and backyards. They 

are active and conspicuous birds. With their short, stiff tails they pop around the yard 

visiting suet feeders, patios and shrubs. Even if you don’t see these little tawny birds, their 

songs and calls reveal their presence. Their melodic song is a common feature of the spring 

morning while their shrill scolding calls warn off any intruder. 

When we take the time to enter nature, to sit still and let it envelope us, the wren’s song is 

likely to be among the first natural sounds to which we attune. Sitting still longer, we can 

follow the bird as it calls, moving through the underbrush exploring its world and seeking 

food and shelter. Should we choose to sit still even longer ever more subtle discoveries await 

as we allow ourselves to reconnect with the natural world. Quiet observation of the natural 

world around us opens us up to a deep appreciation and reverence for the multitude of forms 

and ways of being. 

However, in our modern society we can spend the entire day, if not entire weeks with 

little connection to the natural world. We are always busy, living lives measured in minutes 

or even seconds, rather than by short and long days and seasons. We spend the majority of 

our time inside. When go outside it is to get into the car and travel to another building. Yet, 

we often feel a sense of disconnection, of a spiritual emptiness that we don’t know how to 

address. When asked, many people often speak about the inspiration, calm and restoration 

they find in nature. And yet, perhaps because we get so little exposure to nature we often 

think its power comes from the uniqueness of the experience. We visit the highest mountains  



and the most powerful waterfalls. But nature’s power extends beyond the magnificent rock 

walls of Yosemite or the roar of Niagara Falls. Simply listening to the variety of calls of a 

Carolina wren as it pops around in the bushes or watching a pair of bluebirds feed nestlings 

in the backyard reminds us of the grandeur embodied even in the small and common. While 

we are connected evolutionarily to all of life around us and we share a common 

biochemistry, the connection with our heart and spirit has been stretched thin. There is 

enough of it still that we feel its pull, but we must work to nourish and strengthen it. 

What we need more of is time to simply sit and observe, perhaps to move even beyond 

the eye, to hear, smell, touch, and even taste of the world around us. The opportunity to still 

the mind, step away from the noise and distraction of our busy lives and imagine the world as 

it is experienced by other species strengthens compassion and reverence for others and all 

life. It is in finding the time to explore the natural world around us that a deeper connection 

develops, perhaps a rekindling of the deep evolutionary connections and ultimately, love for 

the natural world around us and a call to live in harmony with the other life forms that share 

this world. 

WrenSong is a year-long, adult religious education program designed to foster an eco- 

spiritual worldview. WrenSong seeks to reawaken participants to the natural world through 

experiences rather than through reading and study. It is not intended as an environmental 

education program, though it includes opportunities to learn more about nature. It is also not 

a program on sustainability, though it is hoped that as participants develop a deeper 

sensibility of our place in nature, we will seek to live in a manner more in harmony with the 

world around us and make decisions that take into account the well-being of all species.  



Rather, WrenSong seeks through experience and sharing to develop a deep connection of the 

heart and spirit with the natural world around us. 

WrenSong is designed to help interested groups develop a place-based eco-spirituality. A 

search of the Internet reveals many opportunities to explore eco-spirituality through 

workshops and retreats guided by experts. However, these generally involve travel to a 

retreat center, often located in a very different natural setting. Often too, the participant 

becomes part of a diverse but temporary community of seekers. One of the goals of 

WrenSong is to provide guidance and tools to a local community of seekers assist them in 

developing a program grounded in the ecosystems and nature where they live. 

WrenSong seeks to explore the natural world through the dimensions of 

e Time: Deep Time and Earth Year 

eo Place: Bioregional and Local 

The activities are designed for both individuals and groups because another goal of 

WrenSong is to foster a community of eco-spiritually minded individuals who will continue 

to deepen their connections with nature together. 

The program includes information for developing a local WrenSong program, including a 

suggested year-long calendar of activities, a description of the types of activities, both for 

individual and group use, recommendations for seeking local expertise and an annotated list 

of useful resources. 
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Chapter 1 

Background 

A few years ago a colleague of mine, a man in his mid-thirties about six feet tall and 

sturdy, stopped by my office in the late afternoon and asked if I'd like to join him for 

dinner. At the time I was doing research on house finches, Carpodacus mexicanus, 

and had two birds in sandwich-sized brown bags in an office desk drawer. House 

finches are small birds weighing less than an ounce, commonly seen at feeders in the 

East. We use the bags to hold birds for a few hours until we can release them. The 

confined, dark, quiet area reduces stress. I intended to gently release these birds back 

to the wild that night, so I told Sam (not his real name) I'd love to join him for dinner 

but I needed to first release two birds. He looked at me perplexed and asked where 

they were, thinking we would have to drive to the aviary to pick them up. I replied that 

they're right here in my desk drawer; let’s pick them up and head out. He asked if 1 

was pulling his leg and I said no. He was unconvinced so I opened the drawer and 

pulled out the two bags with their tops twisted shut. Still disbelieving, he said, ah, you 

don’t really have birds in there. I said yes, I did, would he like to see one. He 

indicated he would and so I carefully reached into the bag, gently collected the small 

bird into a secure hold and started to withdraw my hand. Sam, who had been standing 

quite close to my desk, now quickly backed away, unsure of this small gentle bird and 

its bite potential! Of course, once he saw the little brown creature his features turned 

from slight fear to outright sheepishness. I showed him the adult female house finch 

and returned her to the bag. I gathered my belongings, the two small paper bags and 

we went outside and released the birds. I don’t remember what we had for dinner. 

  

Introduction 

So, what’s the point of this story? Certainly not to poke fun at my friend. He had grown 

up in New York City and had little contact with nature as a boy or young man. He was an 

excellent microscopist but all of his work was done in the laboratory on bacteria. I think his 

unease with this small brown bird is not all that uncommon in modern Americans. Many of 

us speak longingly of a lost connection to something that we can’t name. On occasion, we 

catch a glimmer of this unnamed connection when we visit a national park or on an early fall 

or spring day. It is there, just out of reach. Sometimes we feel both drawn to it and also 

apprehensive. This chapter explores our modern sense of separation from the natural world, 

its consequences and some of the strategies that have been proposed for reconnecting to the 

world around us.  



Native American spirituality 

The signs of the dawn are seen in the east 

And the breath of the new life is here 

Mother Earth is the first to be called to awake 

She moves, she awakes, she rises, 

She feels the breath of the new-born Dawn. 

The leaves and the grass stir; 

All things move with the breath of the new day; 

Everywhere life is renewed. 

This is very mysterious; 

We are speaking of something very sacred, 

Although it happens every day. 

-Tahirussawichi, Pawnee priest 

Although it has been difficult to determine the North American Native population at the 

time of contact with Europeans, we do know that by that time they had inhabited the entire 

continent for thousands of years without extensive environmental degradation (Hughes 1). 

Over that time they had come to establish hundreds of distinct groups using at least 400 

different languages (Hughes 5) and inhabiting at least twelve different cultural areas defined 

by particular landforms and climate (Waldman 42). Living close to the land, the lifestyles of 

these diverse peoples were largely determined by the geography and climate of the region in 

which they lived (Waldman 41). While they often altered the ecosystems in which they lived 

by hunting, burning forests and agriculture, among other activities, Native Americans were 

keenly aware of their reliance on the world for sustenance and they measured their impact, 

always seeking to remain in balance with the world around them (Hughes 5). 

Despite the diversity of natural resources available to them and the variety of cultural 

patterns Native Americans adopted to survive in the different ecosystems, there are common 

characteristics among their spiritual beliefs. Perhaps most notable among these is the fact 

that their spiritual beliefs were integrated into and informed their lifestyles (Hughes 14). 

Everything in nature, living and non-living, was regarded as sacred and imbued with spirit. 

Living in close contact with the natural world around them and drawing upon that world for  



all they needed they possessed a deep understanding of the ecology of the place and they saw 

themselves as part of this greater ecosystem. Thus everything, all the animals and plants as 

well as the physical features of the landscape, was regarded as kin. Humans were simply 

members of this community and no more important than any other species or feature. 

Belonging, whether to their human society or to the world around them, was a critical aspect 

of the individual’s sense of self. 

The recognition that nature provided what they needed to exist resulted in a sense of deep 

appreciation and gratitude. As every element of the natural world was sacred this also 

fostered a deep sense of reverence. It also engendered a value system which emphasized 

reciprocity and harmony (14). Thus when an animal was hunted or a crop harvested there 

was always the need to give thanks and to give back. This led to lifestyles and cultural 

practices that valued the natural world around them and worked in a manner that preserved 

the animals, plants and physical features of their environment (18). 

The spirit present in everything provided a unifying force throughout the world, 

connecting all things with one another (14). This spirit was accepted as a mystery and power 

beyond human understanding (18). While many of the spirits in nature were regarded as very 

powerful, in the Native American understanding of the world their sense of reverence was 

not based on a fear of a capricious power beyond their understanding and they did not make 

sacrifices to appease these spirits (15). Instead, the basis of their spirituality was a long 

history of careful observation and understanding of the world around them. They developed 

myths and stories that provided a sense of order and logic to the world around them as well 

as an explanation of the origin of the world. These stories also provided a means of sharing 

their knowledge of the natural world with one another and with new generations.  



Thus the Native American’s spirituality and daily activities were intimately intertwined. 

Their detailed knowledge and keen observation of the natural world framed by a spirituality 

that held everything in that natural world sacred created a culture in which daily activity and 

spirituality were inseparable from one another. 

The Cartesian Worldview 

While the law [of competition] may be sometimes hard for the individual, it is best for the 

race, because it insures the survival of the fittest in every department. We accept and 

welcome, therefore, as conditions to which we must accommodate ourselves, great inequality 

of environment, industrial and commercial, in the hands of a few, and the law of competition 

between these, as being not only beneficial but essential for the future progress of the race. 

-Andrew Carnegie 

The attitudes of early European explorers and later settlers of North America were in 

stark contrast to those of the indigenous Native Americans they encountered. Arriving in the 

New World at the end of the fifteenth century and throughout the centuries to come, these 

new arrivals held a worldview that emphasized the special character of humans, celebrated 

the accomplishment of the individual and regarded the new continent as empty and a source 

of unlimited resources there for the taking. 

There are a number of defining characteristics of this Western or Cartesian worldview 

that contributed to the very different understanding of the relationship between humans and 

nature. Among these, the dualist character of modern thought emphasizes distinctions rather 

than relationships (Bowman 7). Ideas and things are seen in opposition to one another. With 

the rise of natural sciences and the formalized study of the world around us beginning in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Europeans began to see the world as a machine; 

something that could be taken apart and studied (12). This mechanistic and reductionistic 

approach to the natural world has informed modern science for centuries and it is only now 

that we have come in modern biology to see the limits of this approach. Increasingly we talk 

of “epiphenomena” that emerge only when the entire organism or ecosystem is studied as a 

7  



whole. In this worldview these three elements, dualism, reductionism and mechanism, in 

conjunction with an understanding that only humans were sentient, emphasized the special 

nature of humans and reduced the world around us to simple matter (14). Such 

anthropocentric thinking emphasized the separation of humans from nature and ultimately 

even from one another, leading to the primacy of the individual. Rather than seeing humans 

and the world as interconnected and dependent on one another, competition and dominance 

were seen as natural features of human nature and essential for progress (17). 

These characteristics reflect not only the thinking of contemporary philosophers of the 

time, but also influenced religious thought as well. In Christianity this led to a sense of 

human alienation from God and the holy. Heaven and the spiritual life existed separately 

from this world and did not have a physical existence (10). Thus, nothing on earth was seen 

as sacred, further reducing the world around us to simple matter and resources for our use. 

The world in which we lived was an inferior, physical existence on earth and the goal 

became ascension into a more perfect spiritual world. Another aspect of modern thought that 

emerged in the Cartesian worldview was the concept of determinism. Since everything could 

be reduced to its individual components and fully explained using natural scientific laws, 

then all events and human actions were essentially predestined (16). This provided a 

philosophical release from ethical responsibility, both to one another and to the natural 

world. Since events were predestined, humans could not affect the outcome of such events 

and were simply to accept them as God’s will. 

Together, these characteristics produce a very different set of expectations for our 

relationships with one another and with the natural world. While the spirituality and 

lifestyles of Native Americans are deeply interwoven and essentially inseparable, these two  



dimensions of modern lives are distinct and do not necessarily inform one another. A 

modern individual has a home life, a work life and a spiritual life and the values that are 

relevant to each may be different. Not only are our lives fragmented, our sense of 

community is contracted, often consisting of no wider circle than the immediate family. We 

emphasize individual attainment and value our private lives. Finally, this leads ultimately to 

a strong sense of private property and individual ownership, with all rights to its use, of the 

land and its attendant biological and geographic features. 

Consequences of the Cartesian Worldview 

Our children no longer learn how to read the great Book of Nature from their own direct 

experience or how to interact creatively with the seasonal transformations of the planet. They 

seldom learn where their water comes from or where it goes. We no longer coordinate our 

human celebration with the great liturgy of the heavens. 

-Wendell Berry 

The anthropocentric worldview engendered by Cartesian thought in combination with the 

tremendous pace of technological development has not only altered our view of nature, but 

even our opportunities to experience nature. More importantly, many scholars have also 

argued that it has had devastating consequences for the individual, society and the world 

itself. 

When we consider the circumstances of the typical modern life, it quickly becomes 

obvious how much of our daily life is spent in the built environment filled with man-made 

objects and devices. Our modern lives are lived largely indoors, not only in buildings but 

also in cars. Our outdoor settings are typically also “man-made” places such as our 

backyards and parks. Often, these outdoor spaces have been carefully tailored to suit our 

physical and aesthetic needs. We are also a very mobile population and are very likely to 

spend much of our adult lives far removed from the place we grew up. We may in fact, 

spend our adult lives in a number of different places and never really come to know the  



ecology of any of them. For the vast majority of adults in developed countries, personal 

success doesn’t require an understanding of nature. The knowledge that matters for success 

is increasingly informational literacy or business sense or the ability to “network” with 

influential people. 

Perhaps one of the best known voices regarding the negative impact of our estrangement 

from nature on the individual is journalist Richard Louv. Louv and his foundation, Children 

and Nature (C&NN), have surveyed studies on children and play and are developing 

strategies to increase children’s access to the outdoors and unstructured play. As Louv 

recounts in his book, “Last Child in the Woods”, in the last generation children in the United 

States spend less time outside in unstructured play than did their parents and earlier 

generations (Charles and Louv 4-9). When children do play outdoors their play is often 

structured by adults and their play spaces are sanitized and safe (Louv, Child 30-31). Louv 

contends that playing in nature fosters creativity (8). In support of this idea, Louv recounts 

how creative adults often speak of transcendent experiences of childhood that occurred in 

nature and fostered creative ideas (95). Nature engages all of the senses and provides a sense 

of freedom and space. Nature provides a sense of a world greater than we are and the 

environment for the contemplation of time and infinity (96). 

Time in nature also engenders a sense of place and connection, not only with the biotic 

and abiotic features of that place, but with past and future human generations. In the past we 

have used stories and myths to not only teach about the natural world but to connect our 

children to our community. As educator Barbara Smith puts it “Legends are tools that help 

people grow in certain ways. A lot of what matters is the power and the feeling of the 

experience” (quoted in Nabhan and Trimble 93).  



Studies have shown that play in nature is more physically demanding and challenging 

(Louv, Child 44). Nature also helps children develop self-reliance and the capacity to deal 

with uncertainty and challenges (8). Playing in nature enhances our social skills as well as 

our cognitive abilities as children learn to focus their attention, search for patterns, and note 

regular changes such as the seasons (73). Stephen Trimble in his essay “A Wilderness with 

Cows” observes that children growing up on ranches in the Great Basin of Nevada learn by 

observing their parents and experience life and death at an early age. They see that the 

family’s welfare relies on caring for the animals on the ranch. They also come to accept 

death as a part of life and accept responsibility at an early age. As Trimble notes in his 

observations of the children on the ranch, “every childhood landscape comes with a different 

set of building blocks from which to construct a life” (Nabhan and Trimble 131). 

Studies from the emerging field of ecopsychology provide a scientific understanding of 

the restorative effects of time in nature (44). Individuals who report more time spent 

watching television or playing on the computer generally report a greater sense of social 

isolation (65). In a more recent book, “The Nature Principle”, Louv reviews additional 

studies that demonstrate that lack of time in nature has the same consequences for adults. 

Not only do people, both adult and children, report a greater sense of dissatisfaction and 

loss of creativity when they have little opportunity to spend time in nature, Louv argues that 

this estrangement from nature leads to nature-deficit disorder which he defines as “a reduced 

capacity to find meaning in the world around us” (Louv, Nature 11). The individual often 

perceives this as a spiritual loss (104). Eugene Bianchi argues that psychologists have 

undervalued the human need for “ecologically transcendent experiences” (Bianchi 128). In 

his essay “Pyschospirituality”, Bianchi refers to E. Kohak’s idea that there is a fundamental  



moral law that draws humans into relationship with all life and to a sense of finding the holy 

in nature (132) and it is this experience that so many nature writers, such as Thoreau, Muir 

and others, capture in their work. Emerson too, speaks of this spirit in nature that unifies all 

life in his essay “The Over-Soul”. Another expression of our sense of loss related to our 

strained relationship with nature is solastagia (Louv 62). This term was coined by Australian 

psychologist Glenn Albrecht to describe the sense of loss people feel when natural areas they 

care about are destroyed. While many psychologists are investigating the effects of nature 

exposure on our emotional health, evolutionary biologist E. O. Wilson and others argue for a 

deep evolutionary basis for this sense of affinity for the natural world (Wilson 133). The 

biophilia hypothesis as this has been termed, argues that humans feel an innate affiliation for 

other life forms and the basis for this feeling is our shared genetic and biochemical history. 

We delight in the variety of life forms and habitats. Further, our preference for the natural 

environment, particularly parklike-settings with meadows and clearings and safe hiding 

places reflects the evolutionary history of humans on the great savannahs of Africa (Wilson 

134). 

Given that so many modern humans have little experience of nature, it should come as 

little surprise then that our communities place little value on nature and ecosystems. The rise 

of the modern car culture and suburban lifestyles has provided us with great mobility but 

little sense of place or intimacy with our neighbors and neighborhoods. One consequence of 

this lack of connection to the place in which we live is that we are increasingly less likely to 

be involved in civic activities. William Shutkin argues that our attitudes towards our 

physical environment are also reflected in our lack of engagement with such civic institutions 

as the educational and political systems as well as our economic enterprises in a community  



(Shutkin 46). Community decisions are often made with little understanding of the 

geography and ecology of the region or the costs to the people who live there. The value of 

the natural world is largely determined by our ability to calculate its economic value as a 

commodity. Recognizing the essential contribution of functioning ecosystems to our 

communities and regions is a very new science (Daily 6-9). One can argue that this lack of 

understanding of nature is also at the heart of the “Tragedy of the Commons” (Hardin). 

Hardin argued that when there is no coercive authority to regulate use of the Commons, 

every individual will act in their own self-interest ultimately leading to the overuse of the 

resource. But Hardin’s ideas are firmly rooted in the modern, western worldview in which 

there is little recognition of the common good or value placed in relationships, both between 

humans and between humans and nature. The careful stewardship of North American 

ecosystems by the Native Americans provides evidence that Hardin’s tragedy is not 

inevitable when the community values the resources and their relationships. 

It is easy to see then how our modern technological capabilities and our lack of concern 

for the world around us has also led to the scale of ecological degradation that is occurring on 

a global scale. As humans began in the seventeenth century to study the physical properties 

of the world we began to consider how we might put them to work for our use (Berry, Dream 

7). We began to see the world as a storehouse of resources to exploit (40). We venerated 

human ability over nature’s power and the world became something to dominate (41). We 

became concerned about consumption and acquiring the means for having more (10). The 

history of the United States is celebrated as one of “Manifest Destiny” as modern people 

moved westward and exploited resources nearly as quickly as they were discovered. We still 

enjoy nature and we protect the most grand and wild places, but we are less likely to be truly  



compassionate or caring about the natural world (10). Nature itself has little innate value; 

rather its value is generally considered only in regard to its economic use for humans. Thus 

we became willing to destroy it for short-term gains. We blow the tops of entire mountain 

tops for coal and any attempt to respond to climate change or habitat loss is drowned out by 

concerns for the current economy and our right to inexpensive energy. 

Towards an eco-spiritual worldview 

Our relationship with the earth involves something more than pragmatic use, academic 

understanding, or aesthetic appreciation. A truly human intimacy with the earth and with the 
entire natural world is needed. 

-Thomas Berry 

On an individual and community level recognition of the health and wellness value of 

time outside for people of all ages is increasingly factored into personal and civic decisions. 

Richard Louv’s books recount numerous examples of local action. There are many 

organizations involved in these issues, including Louv’s own Children and Nature Network 

(CNN), the National Wildlife Federation’s Get Outside program (Get Outside) and the Trust 

for Public Land (TPL). These groups work with parents, neighborhood groups and 

communities to develop activities and programs for expanding opportunities for children’s 

play. The Trust for Public Land in particular, works with communities to conserve land for 

parks, gardens and open natural space for people of all ages. All of these groups recognize 

that appropriate space need not be large or wild, but that even city parks can provide the 

needed elements. Additionally, community planners have begun to take more seriously the 

design of urban spaces to provide safer pedestrian and bicycling routes and space for urban 

gardens and small neighborhood parks. 

However, many scholars call for a deeper sense of nature. Authors such as Gary Snyder, 

Wendell Berry and Scott Russell Saunders call for deepening one’s connections to the place  



in which they live. All advocate immersing oneself in the place, getting to know and 

understand its geography, climate and history. This requires accepting the characteristics of 

that place and working with them, not bending them to knowledge and ideals brought from 

somewhere else. An interesting program that encourages deep knowledge of a particular 

place is “Exploring a Sense of Place” developed by Karen Harwell and Joanne Reynolds in 

northern California (Exploring). Their program in northern California explores in detail the 

San Francisquito Creek watershed from the Santa Cruz Mountains to the San Francisco Bay 

over the course of a year. 

Still others call for a profound change in our worldview. One of the most articulate 

voices of this change is Thomas Berry. According to Berry, we must come to recognize that 

the current “industrially-driven consumer society” is unsustainable and is the foundation of 

the vast ecological destruction now occurring (Berry 38). Berry calls for a fundamental re- 

orientation of our understanding of our relationship to the earth community and a 

reawakening to the sacredness of the world (Berry 2). Berry envisions this as the next step in 

an evolutionary process from the early indigenous worldview to the present day 

industrial/technological era in which we have become estranged from nature (39). In this 

present time we have lost the sense of gratitude and the ability to recognize the sacred 

character of the world (2). In our desire to create a better world for humans we have instead 

created a “wasteworld” (17). Now we must move into the ecological or ecozoic age in which 

our very “mode of consciousness” must change and we must rejoin the earth community of 

all species (42). This sacred community of all species can only occur when we come to 

recognize the universe has a “psychic-spiritual as well as a physical-material reality” (Berry, 

Evening 57). To achieve this requires a “truly human intimacy with the earth and with the  



entire natural world” (Berry, Dream13) and it requires that we “awaken to a consciousness of 

the sacred dimension of the Earth” (Swimme and Berry 250). 

This new ecozoic era is not simply the reestablishment of the earlier indigenous age. 

While it shares many of those same characteristics of gratitude, reciprocity, reverence, and 

relationship now in this time we shall do within the context of our scientific understandings 

(44). In that context Berry argues for the Universe Story as a natural creation myth for this 

new, scientifically informed era (Berry, Evening 59). Berry argues that it is only at this 

moment with our understanding of evolution and modern physics that we know much about 

the origin of the Universe and the events that have brought us to this moment (Berry 22). 

Given this knowledge, we recognize too that it is only at this point in time that the Universe 

acquired the capacity for self-awareness in the form of the human mind and its ability to 

reflect upon the Universe and these events (61). If we will accept and celebrate the Universe 

Story this shared understanding can lead us into a new relationship with the Earth. 

WrenSong 

Gently, I restrain the small bird in my hand. I can feel its heart beating furiously against my 

palm. Slowly, I open my hand and the house finch gracefully rises up into the sky and to the 

shelter of a nearby tree limb. My heart follows in awe and reverence. The finch and I are 

both of this present time and of deep time. Every atom in every molecule of our beings was 

born in that first flaring at the origin of the Universe. Through the millennia they have 

rearranged into new and wondrous forms. With death, each life releases its atoms to return 

to reorganize into new life. For this knowledge, I can never say thank you enough or repay 
the debt. 

WrenSong is a response to Thomas Berry’s ideas about a new ecological or ecozoic age. 

Berry calls for a new functional cosmology in which we once again sense the intrinsic 

spiritual character that connects us to the world and all that dwell upon it (Dream 66). 

WrenSong is designed to provide the experiences and community needed to foster a new 

understanding and deeper awareness of the world around us and the rekindling of an eco- 

spirituality in the seeker. It is hoped that such experiences will lead to a modern, authentic 
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indigenous spirituality. It is a modern spirituality because it incorporates our modern 

understanding of biology and modern explanations of many natural phenomena that might to 

earlier peoples seem supernatural. Used to reveal the interconnectedness of all forms with 

one another, our scientific understandings can enhance our sense of wonder and reverence. 

WrenSong is also intended to be an indigenous spirituality, grounded in the place and in the 

people participating. To be fully realized it requires community and a sense of place. 

Finally, I include the adjective “authentic” because it is not based on a romantic notion of 

neo-druidism or shamanism. It is not intended to turn back the clock to some earlier time. It 

is intended to be an eco-spirituality for our time, built on a foundation of scientific 

understanding and a deep sense of kinship with the natural world. 
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Chapter 2 

The WrenSong Program 

Introduction 

WrenSong is an adult religious education program which provides an experiential 

approach to reawakening an innate eco-spirituality and deeper connection to nature. This 

chapter provides a description of the program, guidelines for developing a local program 

tailored to the needs and resources of a group of seekers, a sample program developed for the 

Auburn Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Auburn Alabama and an annotated bibliography 

of useful resources. 

The emphasis throughout is on experiencing nature, rather than on reading or studying 

about nature. For some of the activities, such as field trips to nearby bioregional features, the 

group may want to arrange a talk with an expert or do some background reading. Our 

modern-day scientific understanding of the environment, geology and nature can increase our 

sense of awe and reverence, but this is not nature study. Therefore, the program includes a 

variety of activities for getting outside and simply experiencing nature and the world around 

us. The activities encourage the use of all of our senses to experience the wonder and 

complexity of life around us as well as providing opportunities to share our discoveries and 

insights. Other activities encourage seeing the world from another species’ perspective. 

Some of the activities also encourage incorporating a sense of living in concert with the 

seasons in our daily lives. 

The activities in WrenSong seek to connect with the world around us through a deeper 

immersion in the place in which we live, both on the larger regional scale, such as the 

bioregion or local ecosystem and on a smaller local scale such as one’s own backyard (Table 
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1). The activities can include exploring local regional parks, rivers and creeks, as well as 

quiet time in the yard or garden or another place that an individual senses as sacred or 

restorative. Some of the activities also provide the opportunity to 

Table 1: Activities according to Place 

  

Scale of Place Possible Activities 

Bioregion Local regional park or nature 

center field trip, Farmer’s Market 

visit 

Local Observation in your backyard or 

another quiet, sacred space 

  

  

        

explore the idea of a life lived with the land through working with natural products, such as 

clay, fibers, and local foods. 

The program also seeks to connect seekers with a more natural sense of time than we 

typically experience in our daily lives. Instead of days and hours, usually closely followed 

on a watch or cell phone, participants explore time measured by seasons and millennia. The 

activities include experiencing the world in the context of deep time, i.e. since the birth of the 

universe and in the context of the earth year, as the earth circles the sun (Table 2). 

Table 2: Activities according to Time Scale 

  

Time Scale Possible Activities 

Deep Time Universe story ritual, star party, 

local geology field trip, local 

archeological trip 

Earth Year seasonal walks, seasonal meals, 

gardening, charting the weather, 

sun and moon 

  

  

        
Finally, the program is designed to include activities for the group as well as for the 

individual. As the program proceeds through the year, it is hoped that not only will each 

participant develop a deeper connection with nature and the world around us, but that a  



community of such individuals will develop, flourish, and continue the exploration and 

sharing. 

WrenSong is intended to provide a framework for the development of an eco-spirituality 

grounded in the local place and seasons. It provides a calendar, types of activities, guidelines 

and tips for developing the program, but ultimately it is a flexible framework. Groups of 

seekers should feel free to make adjustments to the calendar and types of activities based on 

the particular characteristics of their bioregion and seasons and available resources. 

One final note about WrenSong. As a Unitarian Universalist, I have written from a 

spiritual, though not necessarily Christian perspective. One of the principles of Unitarian 

Universalism is that each individual is free to seek their own spiritual path and so I have 

attempted to write this guide from no particular religious perspective. Instead, I have tried to 

write from a broadly spiritual perspective. However, WrenSong is designed so that a group 

of seekers from any religious persuasion can, through their choice of readings, writings and 

reflections, adapt the program to fit their religious understandings. 

The Program 

1. WrenSong Calendar 

It is intended that the group will gather twice a month for 12 months or one complete 

earth year. Activities are spread throughout the year with six activities each season. It will 

be best to develop the calendar and set the dates before beginning the program. This will 

allow participants to schedule their other activities around the WrenSong activities rather 

than the other way around. 

These gatherings will include both outside activities and/or field trips as well as 

gatherings to share experiences and meals and opportunities to meet with experts. Although  



the emphasis is on direct experience rather than on study, many of the experiences will be 

more meaningful with some background understanding, so it is recommended that there be 

gatherings that include talks by experts for the field trips. 

Each season should include a group seasonal walk, communal seasonal meal, field trip 

and two gatherings. The communal meal includes an additional gathering to plan the meal. 

All of these activities are described more fully below. A sample calendar of events 

developed for the program in Auburn Alabama is provided on the next page. Note that the 

seasons in a given region may not correspond to the generic calendar in which the seasons 

coincide with the solstices and equinoxes. For the Auburn Alabama calendar, fall is listed as 

the months of October through December, rather than the more typical September through 

November calendar. Summers in the South are long, while winters are short, falls comes late 

and springs come early. Since WrenSong is intended to be used to develop a locally 

grounded eco-spirituality, it is designed to be flexible. The group should design their 

activities around their region’s seasonal calendar. 

2. Description of Group Activities 

All gatherings and activities: 

WrenSong seeks to foster a sense of eco-spirituality. Therefore each activity and 

gathering, with perhaps the exception of the field trips, should begin with a few moments to 

gather, greet one another, check-in and then to center and quiet. The activity should open 

with opening words and similarly close with closing words. The responsibility for choosing 

and offering the opening and closing words is one that should rotate among the members. 

They may choose to write their own words or select words from a published source. Some 

resources for readings are included in the annotated resource list.  



Auburn Unitarian Universalist Fellowship WrenSong Group Calendar 

Spring (March-May) 

Summer (June-Sept.) 

Fall (Oct.-Dec.) 

Winter (Jan.-March) 

Field trip to Moundyville to see Mississippian Native 

American mounds and museum-Contact Museum at 
Moundpville to arrange visit and speaker. 

Gathering-Talk by Ralph about Mississippian Native 
Americans 

Seasonal meal with earlier planning meeting 

Seasonal walk in Forest Ecology Preserve on N. College St. 
Gathering: Clay pots with Amy 

Field trip to canoe the Cahaba River and see the shoal lilies. 
Contact Cahaba River Society for dates and reservations. 

Seasonal meal with earlier planning meeting (plan on visit 
to Farmers Market) 

Seasonal walk in Forest Ecology Preserve on N. College St. 
Gathering: Making pickles 

Gathering: Sharing and creating stories of summer 

Gathering: Universe Story ritual 

Seasonal meal with earlier planning meeting (plan on visit 
to Farmers Market) 

Gathering-talk on stars, constellations and comets 

Star party in Kiesel Park 

Seasonal walk in Forest Ecology Preserve on N. College St. 

Field trip to West Point Lake to see the roosting Bald 

Eagles. Check with Geoff Hill about sightings. 
Gathering: Talk by Geoff on Bald Eagle recovery and the 
hunt for the Ivory-billed Woodpecker 

Seasonal meal with earlier planning meeting 

Seasonal walk in Forest Ecology Preserve on N. College St. 
Gathering-Sharing and creating stories of winter 

 



Seasonal Walks: 

The intention of the seasonal walk is that the group experiences the same natural place in 

each season. This is intended as a leisurely walk. It is decidedly not a hike. Time should be 

taken to stop and explore, using all of the senses. The group need not stay tightly together as 

some may wish to linger in one spot or another, but there should be time to sit quietly 

together and observe the surroundings. Everyone should have a journal in which to make 

observations, reflect and sketch as desired. The group may choose to reflect individually or 

as a group. Some of the resources listed at the end of this chapter include activities and 

reflections that may be useful. Seasonal walks should occur regardless of the weather unless 

conditions would be life-threatening. Again one of the goals is to experience nature on its 

terms. 

A good choice for the seasonal walk might be a local preserve, regional park or other 

natural setting. Often these places have a variety of trails to follow. It is important that the 

group respect the walking abilities of each individual. The walk should be easy for everyone. 

It may be possible to find a trail with shortcuts that may provide some members a means of 

walking a shorter distance if necessary. If need be, even a city park will reveal changes in 

the various seasons. Ideally, the site will be close to the group’s community. 

Communal Seasonal Meals: 

As part of the awakening to the seasonal year, the group should celebrate local foods 

harvested in the current season. The meal includes a prior planning gathering at which the 

menu and each cook’s responsibilities should be determined. This gathering should also 

include some time for readings on seasonal food shared by the participants. It can also be an 

opportunity for sharing individual observations and reflections since the last gathering. It  



may also take the form of a group outing to a local farmer’s market, U-Pick farm, dairy or 

other local source of seasonal food. 

One member of the community should host this meal and weather permitting the group 

should eat outside. It is particularly fun if the food can be cooked communally. This 

provides a great chance to share family food memories and knowledge. Remember that the 

meal should open with opening words or a grace. Lighting a candle will also provide an 

opportunity to center and reflect on the meal and its many sources. 

Field Trips: 

Each season should include a group field trip to explore a bioregional feature, local 

wildlife or plantlife, geology or Native American life. As with the seasonal walk, the group 

should go regardless of weather unless it is too dangerous or the site is likely to be closed due 

to weather. 

A member of the group should be responsible for making the arrangements with the place 

to be visited and inform them of the purposes of the WrenSong program. If the site is fairly 

distant from the community, it might be best to schedule the talk by the expert at the site. 

Otherwise, the trip may be preceded by a meeting with a local expert who can provide 

background about the trip. 

Universe Story: 

Every WrenSong program should include one gathering in which the Universe Story 

ritual 1s performed by the participants. Ideally this should serve as an early orientation to the 

WrenSong program. The Universe Story ritual provides an introduction to Deep Time. The 

ritual tells the story of the origin of the universe, the formation of the earth, and the evolution 

of life on earth, culminating in the appearance of Homo sapiens. The materials for the ritual  



including a description of the ritual, the required materials, an introductory text and 

suggested readings are included in Appendix A. The Resources section also includes a 

number of books that provide additional background for the Universe Story. 

Gatherings: 

Possible activities for the gatherings are diverse and should be selected according to the 

interests and desires of the group. They will also depend on the available resources. The 

gatherings are intended to provide an opportunity to share experiences, reflections, or explore 

living on the land by working with natural products. They are intended to build a deeper 

sense of community. The group may also choose to develop rituals that they find foster 

connection to the natural world or they may choose to celebrate the solstices and equinoxes 

together. 

Again, the emphasis on the gatherings is to develop a program of meaningful experiences 

that reflect the group’s interests. If the group includes members who enjoy writing, they may 

choose to write together and share their work. A number of possible topics for reflection are 

listed in the Resources section. If the group includes a number of gardeners they may wish to 

develop a small garden and work together on it through the year. Activities for working with 

natural products might include a knitting or weaving session, working with clay, or 

preserving the year’s harvest. As with the field trips, a bit of searching in the community 

through a local community outreach program, Master Gardeners program, or the local library 

may reveal a number of local experts who can provide assistance and direction. 

Members of the group should take turns hosting the gatherings and if possible, the group 

should meet outdoors. If a suitable public park or nature center is available, that could also 

serve as a meeting site.  



3. Description of Individual Activities 

The individual activities are just that-they should be chosen by each individual to further 

the deepening of their eco-spirituality. They may involve time spent in the yard or another 

place that feels sacred; they may include long walks throughout the year. Ideally, finding a 

place nearby that is easy to reach provides the opportunity to visit frequently and without a 

great deal of planning. Keeping a journal should be encouraged as a means of recording 

observations, reflections and any other writing or sketching. A simple strategy for 

connecting our daily lives with the seasons is to keep records of the weather, not necessarily 

recording temperatures, but noting the weather’s activity each day. Participants can also 

keep track of where the sun rises each morning through the year. Stand in the same place 

each day and note some landscape feature near where the sun rises. Through the year, the 

sun will move from northeast to southwest. Keeping track of the time of sunrise and sunset 

also reconnects our daily lives to the seasons. Be intentional and note the relative length of 

the days as the year progresses. Stepping outside each evening and noting the rising moon 

reminds the seeker too that the earth is a satellite orbited by another satellite. We all know 

this is the case, but we so often don’t take note. Some may choose to do altar work or 

develop individual rituals that deepen their connection to the natural world. As participants 

feel comfortable and willing, these reflections, altars and rituals may be shared with the 

group at gatherings. 

4. Organization of WrenSong Program 

WrenSong is an ambitious program and will require organization. Groups should contain 

6 to 8 members. This is a sufficiently large enough group to provide diversity and share the 

work of hosting gatherings while also allowing a deeper sense of community to develop. It is  



also simply a more manageable task to organize trips and meals with a smaller number of 

participants. It is best if there are two or three individuals willing to lead in organizing the 

local program. These individuals should advertise the program, and convene an early 

organizational meeting. At that meeting the program should be explained to the potential 

participants and the various interests of the group collected. 

As mentioned above, it 1s a good idea to identify dates for all of year’s events before the 

program begins. In addition to setting dates, the various sites and contacts for the field trips 

should be identified and arrangements made well in advance of the actual date. The hosts for 

each gathering and meal should also be identified at this time. It is good if the group has a 

member willing to send reminders about upcoming dates. 

If all of the scheduling details of the program are settled prior to the year beginning, the 

group will be able to focus on the spiritual aspects of the program as the year progresses. 

Final Thoughts: 

Too often in modern life we concern ourselves with the opportunities our children have 

for exploring nature. We delight in watching them dig in the mud, wonder at a butterfly, and 

build little shelters. We recognize the contribution such experience has on their sense of self, 

of place and even on their spiritual development. Yet, then we become adults and somehow 

that fades away. Have fun with WrenSong. As you experience nature, try to again 

experience the wonder of the world around you without the preconceived notions of 

adulthood and years of experience. Be open and use all of your senses. 

"To stand at the edge of the sea, to sense the ebb and flow of the tides, to feel the breath of a 

mist moving over a great salt marsh, to watch the flight of shore birds that have swept up and 

down the surf lines of the continents for untold thousands of year, to see the running of the old 

eels and the young shad to the sea, is to have knowledge of things that are as nearly eternal 

as any earthly life can be." 

-Rachel Carson  



Resources for WrenSong Program 

This is not an exhaustive list of books or articles on the subject of eco-spirituality. It is 

an annotated list of resources and ideas that provide accessible and useful materials such as 

meditations, readings, and ideas for exploration. Starred books are highly recommended and 

contain materials and suggestions foundational to any group wishing to develop a local 

WrenSong program. I have also tried to include a variety of books that contain useful 

information on a number of possible explorations. For more detailed information on the 

subject of eco-spirituality, please see the references used in the research for this thesis. 

Bankson, Marjory Zoet. The Soulwork of Clay. Skylight Paths Publishing. 2008. For 

groups that include a potter or have access to a pottery studio and instructor, this book 

provides background on working with clay as well as meditations that reinforce the sense 

of working with a product from nature. This publisher has a number of books on the 

spiritual aspects of other handicrafts such as knitting and beadwork. These may be useful 

to groups pursuing these activities, but I have not reviewed those books. 

Bruchau, Joseph. Joseph Bruchau is an Abenaki interpreter of Native American stories and 

legends. Many of his books are for children but these are excellent choices for groups 

wishing to explore the legends and stories of their local native peoples. 

*Coleman, Mark. Awake in the Wild. New World Library. 2006. The emphasis in this 

book is self-discovery through meditation in nature. It contains many meditations that 

are suitable for both individual and group activities. The meditations are easy to locate in 

the text and are well described.  



Cornell, Joseph. Sharing Nature with Children. Dawn Publications. 1998. This is a 

collection of activities for introducing children to nature, but many of the activities are 

readily adopted to adult groups. It’s a great source of ideas. 

Goldsmith, Donald. Connecting with the Cosmos. Sourcebooks. 2002. This is a little book 

that has lots of activities for exploring the universe. It also provides easy to understand 

background on the moon, sun, planets and stars as well as some meditations. 

*Harwell, Karen and Joanna Reynolds. Exploring a Sense of Place. Conexions: Partnerships 

for a Sustainable Future. 2006. This is a wonderful book that is especially useful for 

planning explorations. It includes detailed outlines of trip planning, making 

arrangements with local experts and provides an excellent example of a year-long 

program for exploring the San Francisquito watershed in the San Francisco Bay. 

*Hecking, Rebecca James. The Sustainable Soul. Skinner House. 2011. The emphasis in 

this book is on responding to environmental crises and adopting a more sustainable life, 

rather than on awakening to the natural world. However, many of the reflections and the 

altar work would be useful for both group and individual activities. 

Hyatt, Elizabeth. The Art of Earth. Authorhouse. 2007. This book combines art activities 

with earth-centered meditations and journaling. It is a wonderful source of art project 

ideas. 

Johnson, Cait. Earth, Water, Fire & Air. Skylight Paths Publishing. 2003. This book 

explores our ideas about these four elements from the perspectives of a number of 

religions. In includes a number of meditations and questions for reflection. 

*Kingsolver, Barbara. Stalking the Vegetannual. Orion Magazine. March/April 2007. 

online http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/239. This is a short easy  



to read essay linking the biology of plants to the seasonality of our food. It is a 

wonderful introduction to thinking about seasonal eating. There is an interactive website 

(http://www.vegetannual.org/) which illustrates the types of vegetables harvested in each 

season with additional information on the various vegetables. 

*Leslie, Clare Walker and Charles E. Roth. Keeping a Nature Journal: Discover a Whole 

New Way of Seeing the World Around You. 2™ Edition. Storey Publishing, LLC. 2003. 

This is a lovely, illustrated guide to keeping a nature journal. It should be very useful to 

those who are new to keeping a journal of their observations. The author connects nature 

journaling to the ancient traditions of recording observations of nature. The book 

provides ideas for different ways to journal and sharpening your observation skills. 

Liebis, Sidney, Elizabet Sautouris, and Brian Swimme. A Walk Through Time: From 

Stardust to Us--The Evolution of Life on Earth. John Wiley and Sons. 1998. While this 

book doesn’t contain any activities for the program, it is included here because it 

provides a very attractive and accessible guide to the evolution of life on earth. 

Morgan, Jennifer. Born with a Bang. Dawn Publications. 2002. This is the first of three 

children’s books by Morgan on the Universe Story from the Big Bang to the present. It is 

easy to read and the illustrations are bright and appealing. These books make the 

Universe Story very easy to understand. They also have additional information and a 

glossary at the back. The other two books in the series are From Lava to Life (2003) and 

Mammals who Morph (2006). 

*Roberts, Elizabeth and Elias Amidon. Earth Prayers: 365 Prayers, Poems, and Invocations 

from Around the World. HarperOne. 1991. This is a wonderful compilation of readings.  



Schmidt, Gary and Susan M. Felch. Winter: A Spiritual Biography of the Season. Skylight 

Path Publishing. 2003. This book and the three companion books on the remaining 

seasons from this publisher provide a variety of short thought-provoking readings on the 

season. 

Swimme, Brian Thomas and Tucker, Mary Evelyn. Journey of the Universe. Yale 

University Press. 2011. This is a short, easy to read story of the universe. It provides 

good background for the Universe Story ritual. The emphasis is on lyricism rather than 

scientific fact, but it does include a very useful timeline of events since the origin of the 

universe. The timeline is a good distillation of major events from the origin to the 

present. 

The Green Hour (http://www.nwf.org/Get-Outside/Be-Out-There/Why-Be-Out-There/What- 

is-a-Green-Hour.aspx). A project of the National Wildlife Federation, the Green Hour is 

a program intended to encourage parents to interact with children in nature. While 

designed for working with children, many of the activities can be adapted to adult 

explorations outside. There is also a new book called “The Green Hour” by Todd 

Christopher. 

Young, Jon, Ellen Haas and Evan McGown. Coyote’s Guide to Connecting with Nature. 

Owllink Media. 2011. This is a guide for engaging children in nature, but has many 

ideas that can be adapted for adults. It is a thick book. The first half is devoted to 

mentoring children in nature and the second half describes a large number of activities. 

The mentoring section may be useful in providing ideas for engaging others who may be 

less familiar with the purpose of some of the activities.  



Closing Reflection 

 



Closing Reflection 

[ grew up in a subdivision typical of the 1960s and ‘70s. My family moved to the Hidden 

Valley subdivision seven miles east of Reno Nevada in 1960 when an odd business deal left 

my parents part owners of the struggling subdivision and a water company. That year we 

moved to Reno and occupied one of the five homes in the subdivision nestled up against the 

Virginia Foothills on the eastern edge of the Truckee Meadows. Between Hidden Valley and 

Reno was an urban Indian reservation, the airport, small ranchettes with a few horses and the 

slough which ran through cattle pasture. The subdivision was fairly typical with ranch-style 

and split-level homes with grassy yards. What set it apart from all the other subdivisions I 

might have grown up in was the fact that it was surrounded by state or federal lands (I have 

no idea which) with no fences; just dirt roads, open sagebrush country, canyons and hills to 

explore first on foot and then as we grew older on small trailbikes. From the crest of the 

Virginia Foothills we could look to the west and see the Sierra Nevada Mountains towering 

over the Truckee Meadows and we could look east to a distant horizon and be quite sure 

there was no other human being between us and that horizon. I remember Basque 

sheepherders moving sheep through the neighborhood with dogs when I was young. With 

my friends, I spooked jack rabbits from cover, made arrowheads from obsidian flakes and 

dug shelters under sagebrush. I knew dry lightning storms in the summer, wild floods that 

prevented us from going into Reno when the snowmelt filled the slough in the spring and 

stinging cold winds in the winter. Autumn wasn’t a season, but a brief moment as the hot 

August summer ended abruptly with killing frosts under cloudless skies. 

Living in Reno I read the legends and myths of the local Washoe and Paiute tribes native 

to the area. These stories explained the creation of the world, our relationship to the world 
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around us and how we should live in that world. There was a wonderful and natural logic to 

it and an overarching sense of harmony. Humans were an integral part of the natural world; 

kin to all of the other species. As kids roaming the high desert we made up our own stories 

and like the native peoples before us we too understood the land from careful observation 

and direct experience. 

As I grew older and became increasingly interested in biology, I learned about evolution 

and the modern biological explanations for how the world came to be. Although the rational 

approach of modern science became second nature to me, I felt a sense of loss as this 

understanding superseded the earlier explanations provided by the creation myths of my 

childhood. Ilived in the modern world and science had superseded “superstition”. I became 

a microbiologist and a university professor. 

As an adult, I was increasingly involved in sustainability. I taught college students about 

the environmental impact of our modern way of life, we explored how to make better more 

sustainable lifestyle choices but I wanted to deepen my understanding of this subject. I came 

to the ELM program seeking to explore on a deeper level what it truly meant to live in the 

world. What I found in ELM was an interdisciplinary approach to sustainability; one which 

integrated the social, biological, economic and ethical aspects of sustainability into the 

discipline of Earth Literacy. This integrated and holistic approach to sustainability was so 

much more robust and satisfying. But the unexpected surprise of this experience for me was 

the rekindling of my appreciation for a different way of knowing the world around me. My 

experiences at ELM brought me full circle back to the creation myths and Native American 

stories of my childhood. The difference this time was that now I realized that they were as 

true as the modern biological explanations I had built my adult life upon. Together these two  



ways of knowing, based on very different ways of approaching the truth, reveal to me a 

richer and transcendent understanding of the world around me. 

While I will take away from ELM a much richer understanding of Earth Literacy, the 

coursework, the friendships and the deeper reflections that have all been a part of this 

program for me have fundamentally altered how I choose to be in the world. WrenSong then 

is my response to this deeper sense of connection to the world. It is my attempt to integrate 

our modern biological understanding with a reawakening of our innate desire for connection 

to the natural world. For me this experience has led not just to a fuller understanding of earth 

systems and our place in the world, but truly to a sense of coming home and of peace. My 

hope is that WrenSong will help others find their way home too. 
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Appendix A 

Celebrating the Universe Story Ritual 

Description of the ritual: 

This ritual uses the unwinding of a cord and readings to reveal the history of the Universe 
while highlighting the Big Bang, the formation of the earth, and the evolution of life on earth. 

The ritual begins with the rope coiled at the center of the ritual space. A candle and other 

objects may be set there to create an altar. At each time point, the relevant portion of the 
poem by Willem Drees is read, the rope is uncoiled to the next time point in a spiral manner 

around the large candle. A smaller votive candle is placed at that point and lit. Then the 
slideshow and music for that section is played. This sequence of actions is performed for 
each of the time points until the rope is entirely unwound. 

If your group wishes to have more background on our scientific understanding of the 

Universe Story, see the children’s books by Jennifer Morgan and Journey of the Universe by 
Brian Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker listed in the WrenSong Resources. 

Background: 
Materials: 
31 ft of twisted nylon rope (about 3/8 to 2 inch in diameter) 

Significant events (mark each time point with colored tape to facilitate unwinding the rope to 
the next event) 

Scale: 2 ft = 1 Billion years 

1* time point = 20 ft from origin 
2" time point = 2 ft. from 1* time point 
3" time point = 2 ft. from 2™ time point 
4™ time point = 3 ft from 3" time point 

5" time point = 2 ft from 4™ time point (right at the end of the rope) 

5 votive candles 

1 votive candle is placed at each and lit as the rope is uncoiled. 

1 larger candle for the center of the ritual space. Additional natural objects such as rocks, 
shells, plant material may be set at the center of the space to create an altar. All of this will 
be on the floor of the space. 

Lighter for candles 

Projector and screen for multimedia presentation 

Set-up: 

The large candle and any other objects should be set up in the center of the ritual space. The 

rope should be marked with tape and coiled at the center of the space. Coil it carefully so 
that it will be easy to unwind.  



The Ritual: 

Opening Words: 

“The flaring forth of the primordial energy carried within itself all that would ever happen in 
the long series of transformations that would bring the universe into its present mode of 

being. The origin moment of the universe was the implicate form of the present as the present 
is the explicate form of the origin moment”. from Thomas Berry’s The Great Work. 

Introduction to the ritual: 

This ritual is a meditation on the Universe Story. The poem is adapted from a poem called 
“A Creation Story” by Willem Drees (pronounced Drace). The rope is used as a measure of 

the passage of time since the Big Bang and the ritual is adapted from a ritual developed by 

Sister Mary Lou Dolan at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. The spacing of the time points 
on the rope and the images used to illustrate each epoch are based on our current 
understanding of these events from science. 

First Reading (prior to unwinding of the rope) 

There was a time 

when there was no time, 

when time was not yet. 

The time 

when there was no time 
is a horizon of not knowing 

a mist where our questions fade 
and no echo returns. 

At the beginning of each of the following sections, first uncoil the rope and light the candle. 
The rope should be unwound to form a spiral around the central candle. Then read the 

section of the Drees poem. If using the PowerPoint slide show with music, show the 
appropriate section right after the reading. 

Section 1: Big Bang (15 BYA) to 1 10B. Unwind to 1" time point, forming a large spiral 
around the center candle. 

Then, 

in the beginning, 

perhaps not the beginning, 

in the first fraction of a second, 

perhaps not the first fraction 
of the first second, 

our universe began 

without us.  



After the beginning, 

perhaps not the beginning, 

after the first fraction of a second, 

perhaps not the first fraction 

of the first second, 

after our universe began, 
still without us, 

then 

the universe was 

like seething water 

without land and without air, 

like a fire 

without wood and without cold. 

The universe, 

as small as it was, 

created itself space, matter, In billions of galaxies 
the universe made itself 

from dust stars 

from stars dust. 

and the cool of the day. 

Section 2: Formation of stars, planets, our solar system 10B. Unwind to 2"" time point 

Much later, 

from dust from stars 

from dust 

from stars from dust 

swirled our Sun 

and from leftovers 

the Earth, our home. 

Thus, 

after ten billion years, 
there was evening 

and there was morning: 
the first day. 

Section 3: Life appears (11 B or 4 BYA). Unwind to 3" time point 

Life 

a modest beginning, 

undirected, 

a history of failing 

and occasionally 

a small success.  



A molecule 

carried information 

from generation to generation, 

history bred purpose, 

by chance. 

Poison 

became a gift, 

oxygen 

a protective robe. 

Section 4: Eukaryotes. Unwind to 4" time point 

Billions of years later 
cells merge, 
sex and aging, 

death and deception. 

A rare 

slow lungfish 

slithered through the grass; 
thus came amphibians to pass. 

Section 5: Mammals and eventually humans appear 200 million years ago. Unwind to the 
5" time point (end of the rope) 

Yesterday 

a few million years ago 
the East Side Story: 

groups of apes groom, 
hunt and call. 

Sticks, stones, fire 

eating from the tree of knowledge 
the tree of good and evil, 
power, freedom, 

responsibility: 

Beasts became us 

more was delivered than ordered, 

more than we can bear? 

In us 

our heritage, 

matter, 
information,  



and a box 

full of stories. 

Between 

hope and fear 

our neighbors 
life 

here on Earth, 

between 

hope and fear 
the great project 
of thought 

and compassion... 

Closing words: adapted from Sister Mary Goergen 

We are in the midst of the 15 millionth millennium of the universe. 

We are in the midst of the 4.5 millionth millennium of the earth. 

We are in the midst of the 4 millionth millennium of life. 

We are in the midst of the 2,600 millennium of humans. 

We have entered the 3rd millennium of the common era. 

We are called to live with the knowledge and awareness that we are part of all that is 

and that our decisions have an effect on the quality of life for all beings. 

We are called to live this connectedness that exists between all members of creation. We 
are called to put our hands upon creation and speak to it in words and touch, 

telling it how lovely it is because it cannot remember. 

We are called to remember loveliness for one another until each of us can remember, 

believe, and live in love. 
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