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To the stones, who seem quiet, but in silence truly sing.

And to my parents for applying the heat and pressure that taught me how to shine.
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“Blame it or praise it, there is no denying the wild horse in us. To gallop intemperately; fall on the sand tired out; to feel the earth spin; to have — positively — a rush of friendship for stones and grasses, as if humanity were over.”

— Virginia Woolf, 
Jacob’s Room

“A leaf, a drop, a crystal, a moment of time, is related to the whole, and partakes of the perfection of the whole. Each particle is a microcosm, and faithfully renders the likeness of the world.”

— Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson: Nature Addresses and Lectures
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The parking area was unremarkable, a simple pull over next to the ubiquitous Irish combo of hedgerow, gate, and cow stile. Each time we visited this particular stone circle I wondered whether I’d be able to find it again if I came here alone. It felt like my teacher’s presence was a key to the magic that seeped into my skin as soon as I opened the car door and began hiking up the hawthorn-edged dirt track. The cows had been here before us, leaving the ground lightly churned. Mindful of droppings, we made our way to the eastern side of the circle, pausing on the threshold to let the quiet of this place ease into our breath and bones. It was a mute moment, an intentional stepping out of the space of our individual lives and into the timelessness that permeates Neolithic sites. This pause, this in-breath, was the beginning of our ritual of greeting. We then walked clockwise, our fingers trailing over the stone’s granite faces as if to say, Wake up! We’re here to visit with you. Once this courtesy was complete, my teacher and I went our separate ways, communing with the trees and rocks until the sun lowered in the sky or a shower drove us back to the car.

During those long afternoons, I would find a sun-warmed stone and nestle my back into its heat. Resting there, I’d have the strangest daydreams: soliloquies on the movements of the stars or conversations about the nature of time. Waking as new shadows crossed my face, I’d write it all down for future contemplation.

Going over these notes later, I’d wonder how my thoughts had meandered across galaxies and through portals that quantum physics was only beginning to discover. The stuff of these daydreams felt different to me than the way I usually saw the world, the voice of these thoughts much more resonant than my own. It felt as if the standing stones were dreaming through me or guiding my visions, and I began to see stones (and rocks and crystals) differently. I began to think of them as teachers whose whispers got louder when I got quieter. This realization eased my yearning for human mentors; I began to take my lessons from the natural world around me.


Stones are easy to come by. Take a walk outside and scour the ground, fish a stone out of a creek bed, or visit a local rock shop and buy a crystal that seems to be shining just a little bit brighter than the stones around it. This is the beginning . . . and it’s also the ending if you place your stone on a shelf and forget about it. But if you instead treat this moment as the start of a new relationship, if you get quiet and listen, not just with your ears, but with your whole being, a different kind of knowing begins to unfold.

Wishing you deep connection.
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Like many people who decide to road-trip cross-country, I was traveling with baggage of the emotional sort. I’d quite intentionally left someone behind, a married someone who flirted and promised but remained steadfastly married to someone else. During weeks alone on the road, I’d peeled back layer upon layer of hurts and betrayals. On this particular desert afternoon, I suddenly knew I’d walked myself through the worst of it: it was time to move on and be done.

In Santa Fe, I’d picked up a tumbled piece of Snowflake Obsidian. Its shiny black surface with a dusting of white “snowflakes” had sparkled in a way that, crow-like, caught my eye. Driving north toward the New Mexico border, I rolled the stone through my fingers, enjoying its cool smoothness. The road was languid before me, lazy in the summer heat. I was on my own schedule with nowhere to be but, still, I couldn’t relax. My breath, I noticed, was coming harder. As the miles rolled by, my breathing picked up force, as if something within me was seeking a way out, pushing upward with each exhalation. The snowflake obsidian felt glued to my palm and I had the weirdest sensation that it was breathing me, the stone squeezing the last bits of hurt from the molecules of my being and releasing them to the azure sky.

Moments like this are dreamlike. We have scant language to describe the mysterious, and stories like this can sound nonsensical or get diluted in the retelling. So, when I learned of a branch of Traditional Chinese Medicine that included minerals (like that piece of Snowflake Obsidian) I was intrigued. Perhaps these teachings could provide a vocabulary for talking about stones and crystals as more than just shiny objects. Maybe there was some logic for thinking of crystals as “medicine” in the same way that plants and animals can be medicine for our bodies and spirits.
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Stone Nourishment

Today, we can walk into a pharmacy and buy bottles of vitamins and minerals that have been purified in a lab and conveniently encapsulated. This has not always been the case. While traditional healers knew that the human body needed specific mineral nutrients, these supplements were not pre-encapsulated; they were unrefined and found in the dirt of the earth. We consumed these nutrients indirectly through eating plants and animals: minerals in the dirt nourished the plants and plants then fed the animals (including us humans). Ancient healers decided to see if we could skip the step in which the plants assimilate the minerals and instead use rocks and crystals directly. In Asia, an entire materia medica of stones was created which complemented the use of medicinal plants. In fact, because these minerals feed the plants, stones were considered the primary medicine.

A few principles emerge that can help our heads understand the compelling song stones sing to our hearts:


	Minerals are formed at various layers within the earth. Some are created in the mantle, right near the surface, while others are formed down in the core. The deeper the origin of the stone, the further it can reach into our own bodies and psyches. By this principle, plants (which grow on the surface of the earth) were mostly used to treat surface-level conditions in the human body while stone medicine was used for deeper work.

	Stones and crystals range from soft to hard. This is called the Mohs hardness scale. Soft stones are fast acting. Harder stones take longer to work and are used for more stubborn conditions.

	Crystals grow and change just like we humans. Ancient Taoism teaches that jaspers and agates, both of which feature bands of different colors, are actively in the process of becoming — and when they complete this process, they will be monochromatic jade (jade is considered a stone of self-actualization). Crystals become more relatable when we realize they grow and change. We can see injuries to their surface and the physical obstacles they’ve had to work around in their shape and growth habits.

	Different chemical components within a crystal (like copper or magnesium) are nutrients for different organs in the human body. Sulfur, for example, can help with detoxification and is necessary for liver and kidney function. Lithium is calming to the nervous system and supports brain function.

	In many older healing traditions, each organ in our body is considered to have emotional and spiritual states associated with it. So, when you get to know the micronutrients contained in a stone and which organs and body systems it supports, you can also begin to understand the emotional and spiritual implications that stone might have.
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The Stones’ Song


But how did the ancients, without microscopes or spectrometers, know what micronutrients were in a
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