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For my mother

			Mildred (Milly) Dempsey Regan

			1906-1986

			






















			When I was a child, she gifted me with a

			Celtic experience of life’s web.

			She gently turned me to look over my right shoulder

			at the new moon, and make a wish.

			She taught me ladybugs bring good luck

			and a bird in the house foretold a death.

			And so much more…

			Blessed!

			
				
					














  


				

			

			








Foreword

			Dwelling in Wonder: Nature Journaling as a Spiritual Practice is an invitation to explore nature through mindfulness. It brings together two practices, mindfulness and nature journaling, to enhance our connection to ourselves and the planet. Starr Regan DiCiurcio merges the practice of journaling and mindfulness, pathways to environmental awareness and wisdom. 

			As we explore nature, we may catch a glimpse of the wonder, mystery, and awe of this world. If we are also journaling, we slow down and our awareness of our surroundings and self deepens. This pause allows all our senses to open and what begins as a general recognition of beauty turns into a list of connections: the breeze on our skin, the warmth of the sun, the song of the robin, the yellow of the buttercup, the thrashing of the waves, the hush of snowfall, and so much more. Mindfulness supports these encounters with our wonder-filled world by keeping us present. It encourages us to let go of all distractions. When we choose mindfulness, we only hear the bird, the breeze, or the waves. We are not caught up in our concerns, regrets about yesterday, or worries about tomorrow. We choose our thoughts. These two practices mutually support each other as they increase our focus, awareness, and concentration. Mindfulness helps us journal, and journaling helps us be mindful. 

			Starr offers us a clear process for journaling mindfully. She also provides 365 daily prompts, an exploration of poetry, and a wellspring of inspiration. You will find a lot of encouragement in these pages. There are many concrete ideas for your nature journals no matter who you are, where you are, what your age, your interests, or abilities. Starr believes, as I do, that we all benefit from this process, and that all of us can do it. As you develop the tools of mindful journaling you will also grow in your love of this precious world of wonders. As we all learn to love this Earth with greater wisdom, may we wholeheartedly commit to her protection. We invite you to begin this journey. 

			John Muir Laws 

			






Welcome Friends

			If you love nature, you have picked up the right book. Welcome to the wondrous world of nature journaling as a spiritual practice. Here you will find the guidance you need to get started, plus many possibilities to explore as your journaling evolves. Perhaps you already keep a nature journal. Or perhaps you are curious about doing so. You may be a person of faith, or not. But if you have experienced awe standing in the hush of a first snowfall, viewing a colorful sunset, observing a wild creature, or gazing out to sea, you are ready to explore the spiritual side of nature journaling. The doors of the greatest of all cathedrals are open to you, the doors of Mother Earth.

			You may already be coming up with limiting ideas that tempt you to declare nature journaling an impossible spiritual practice. But let’s put some of those obstacles aside right away. You do not have to be a scientist or an artist. That said, I can promise that you will learn some science as you investigate what you observe. And you do not have to draw but if you do, it will be a profound way to learn about your subject. In nature journaling, we draw to become closer to the natural world around us. Anyone can draw. It is a skill that will develop if you give it a try.

			You do not have to be an outdoorsperson or even go outdoors. If going outdoors is difficult, here you will find some ideas about how to reflect and journal on nature indoors. You do not have to devote hours every week to this practice. And if you feel you do not have time for one more thing, please consider the old Zen saying about sitting meditation. If you feel you do not have 20 minutes to sit, you had better sit an hour. The same goes for this spiritual practice. Invest in your own well-being.

			I am an interfaith minister who often works as a spiritual director. Many people I sit with are disillusioned with their religious roots and carry deep spiritual wounds. Others are quite at home in their churches, temples, or synagogues, but wish to venture further in other wisdom traditions. More often than not, at some point in our conversations their love of this precious planet will come up. It usually takes the form of, “I feel closest to God (or the Divine, or Spirit, etc.) when I am (hiking, kayaking, watching birds, etc.). When we nature journal, we slow down and dive deep into those spiritual encounters. We dwell fully in the wonder of it all, returning as often as we wish. This nourishing practice can be life changing.

			All nature journalers have their own stories to tell about coming to this practice. In my case, I can identify four roots supporting my experience. The first root is a deep love of nature that goes back as far as my memory does. As a young child I had the joy of growing up on the St. Lawrence River, spending every summer in the 1000 Islands. It is a spectacular waterscape and landscape that shaped in me an ever-growing love of water, mosses, kingfishers, Queen Anne’s lace, herons, beavers, buttercups, turtles, all kinds of fish and so much more. That love has continued to expand over the years, especially in my ancestral homeland of Ireland.

			For me, nature journaling is also sustained by a second root, contemplative practice. I am a longtime student of Buddhism and a minister who teaches meditation. As much as I treasure time with family and friends, I am most at home in quiet spaces. Writing is an expression of my love of solitude. So here is a third root. Words, my own and others’, are on almost all of my journals’ pages. There are labels, lists, and descriptions. If you enjoy poetry as I do, you will find material here on creating your own poems. It demonstrates just how easy that can be.

			The fourth root of my nature journaling is a love of art. I had never given a thought to practicing art until I quite accidentally encountered mandalas and trained to be a facilitator. From there I went on to study botanical art which was challenging. I was taught by a wonderful teacher, Ida Mitrani, who provided skillful guidance and encouragement. Later I became a docent at our local museum, the Hyde Collection, which turned out to be a nourishing way to deepen my understanding of art.

			By chance, I stumbled upon nature journaling on the internet through the outstanding work of John Muir Laws (www.johnmuirlaws.com). I was immediately attracted to it and incorporated it into my mindfulness practice. Because of these four roots, (love of nature, contemplation, writing, and art), I felt at home right away. Some people come to the practice of nature journaling with roots in the sciences, such as botany, forestry or meteorology. Others have valuable experiences in indigenous cultures that offer us all wisdom in this time of ecological crisis. Two of the strengths of this international community are the wide range of employed disciplines and the diversity of participants.

			One root that we all have is our ancestry. Our family, whose blood flows in our veins, has its own particular history, its own traditions and wisdom. It may also carry trauma and other forms of suffering. All that comes to us through the generations is a valuable source of learning. We also have land ancestors, the people who lived on the land before us. We can trace that heritage back to indigenous peoples whose cultures and belief systems can help us heal our fractured relationship with nature today. Last of all, we can lean on our spiritual ancestors who brought wisdom and ethical guidance to us through the centuries. We can skillfully apply the teachings of these ancestors, (blood, land and spiritual), to the critical needs of our times. Some examples can be found in the section on wisdom traditions.

			It is a source of joy to develop my practice, both on my own and in the worldwide community of nature journalers (www.wildwonder.org). The Covid pandemic opened up the opportunity to stay at home and dive more deeply into journaling. Now I want to share this practice so others can benefit from its richness. This is a time of crisis for our planet. Many of us are committed to helping in any way possible. Nature journaling is one way to do so. I nature journal to search my own soul for who I am, what I can give, and how I will do that. It is a deeply personal and private experience that I share in the larger community so I can continue to learn and develop my work. Such sharing is optional, but I have found it helpful and a source of encouragement and happiness. Nature journaling keeps me balanced so I do not despair when studying about deforestation, the loss of biodiversity, booming population issues, climate change, and more. It keeps me grounded.

			You may feel that your journal could not possibly make a difference in this world. It can. Your journal, added to mine and thousands of others, can increase global understanding in our times. It can strengthen our communities as it educates people of all ages. It can bring clarity and deepen reverence. Ultimately, it contributes to raising us all to a higher level
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