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Gardens and spirituality of place
Stephanie Hogg (Carnegie Vic, Day
22) is the Hon Secretary of Wellspring
Council and an active member of the
2015 National Gathering Planning
Committee.

common with Celtic Christianity.
In post-Roman Britain and Ireland,
the population was largely rural.
Church communities often met in
the open, perhaps at the beautifully
carved crosses, some of which can
still be found in Ireland, Iona and
Wales. Church life was often guided
by monasteries, which tended to be
simple collections of huts and cells.
In this rural setting, Celtic Christians,
drawing from both biblical and pagan
roots, saw God as the Lord of Creation
and saw God’s goodness in the natural
world around them (Bradley, The
Celtic Way, 1993, 2003).(1) Holy men
and women withdrew further to seek
God in solitude.

Stephanie Hogg
Spirituality of place is an important
element of Celtic Christianity.
Often we think of this in relation
to remote places or places of great
natural beauty, like Uluru or the
Blue Mountains or Iona. While such
places are important, how do we find
a spirituality for everyday life when
most of the Australian population
are urban areas? The next issues of
Pipeline will look at spirituality of
place in different contexts.
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Gardens may seem to stand in
contrast to these remote sanctuaries:
often located in cities or suburbs, and
the work of human hands. However,
gardens too have a place in our
Christian understanding. Gardens
have a long history in Middle Eastern
cultures, including Assyrian, Egyptian
and Persian civilisations. It is not
surprising therefore that in Genesis
God plants a garden and walks there in
the cool of the evening. Here humans
first encounter God. The Garden of
Eden is a vision of paradise, where
humans live in harmony with God
and the natural world. In the Gospels
we find gardens again: in the city it is
to a garden where Jesus retreats for

I would like to reflect on gardens
and spirituality of place. For me,
gardens have formed a key part of
my experiences, from childhood back
gardens of play and imagination, to
exploring public gardens and parks
in WA and Victoria, to my own
little garden I share with Alex. But
gardens may seem to have little in
P
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prayer. The garden of Gethsemane
is a place Jesus had regularly gone to
pray. It is to this place Jesus goes once
more to pray before his betrayal and
crucifixion. Jesus is later hurriedly
buried in a nearby garden. In the
garden we find also resurrection and
new life.

uniquely Japanese expression. Zen
Buddhism and also the local Shinto
religion with its strong interest in the
natural world and particular reverence
for trees and stones shaping garden
design and planting. Again harmony
and balance are key components.
We tend not to think Indigenous
Australians as having gardens.
Coming from a European-based
culture, we may see Indigenous
people as living at one with nature in
the wilderness. But this may be part
of our culture’s tendency to under
estimate the Indigenous peoples
and the impact they had on their
environment. Bill Gammage argues
that the Australian landscape can be
seen as “Gardens without fences”,
where the traditional owners were
responsible for the management and
care of the land. That the country
we may see as wilderness was not
wild but managed. “Land care was
a fundamental duty of life, linking the
beginning of creation to the infinite
future. It followed that all land must be
maintained” (Gammage, 2005). This
contrasts with the bounded concept
of gardens we tend to have and which
is reflected in most private and public
gardens today.

Gardens were also a part of Roman
culture and like many gardens today
were a peaceful retreat from urban
living. Roman gardens spread across
Europe with their Empire. This
gardening knowledge was preserved
on the continent by monasteries.
Monastery gardens provided food,
medicinal herbs and supported
spiritual needs. The monastery garth,
the inner rectangle of green among the
cloisters, provided a place of retreat
and prayer. Cemetery gardens or
orchards provided a vision of paradise
and physical labour in the gardens was
part of monastic discipline. Celtic
monasteries did not tend to have
such elaborate buildings or gardens.
None-the-less the monastery was
surrounded by a vallum (Bradley,
Colonies of Heaven: Celtic Models for
Today’s Church, 2000), a ditch which
designated the boundaries of the
monastery. Within the vallum, Eden
was reclaimed, violence absolutely
prohibited, and Kingdom of God
established.

Personal experience: My initial
experience of garden was the suburban
backyard. For my generation this
was a common experience. Here in
the back gardens, the neighbouring
children and I could run wild and
use our imaginations. These were
not elaborate gardens: in the height
of summer with the ever-present
watering restrictions the grass died off
and there was no fancy landscaping.
The large blocks often had a back
half of sheds, incinerators, and large
woodpiles. But for us kids, they
were places of adventure where we
could explore the world and grow.
The garden could also be a place of
peace and beauty: a place to escape
boisterous family life. I particularly
remember an old pergola covered in
wisteria. This special place burst into

Many other cultures have also shown
a strong affinity to the garden. Two
examples are Chinese and Japanese
gardens. Chinese gardens are strongly
influenced by Taoism and its concept
of harmony between complementary
forces of Yin and Yang. Taoist thought
had great reverence for natural world,
especially mountains and water.
Aspects of these and an underlying
sense of harmony pervade traditional
gardens such as those in Suzhou.
Feng Shui formalised many of these
concepts with the aim of balance and
a flow of Ch’I the mystical energy
pervading the world. Japanese gardens
were initially strongly influenced by
Chinese gardens but evolved into a
P
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life each spring, hung with purple
flowers and was a favourite retreat.
More recently, my experience has been
in creating a garden with Alex. After
a time of travel, everything seemed
transitory, nowhere felt to be home.
Working on the garden helped me feel
grounded and reconnected. In time,
our garden has become a haven. The
courtyard has a small water feature
under a flowering cherry. A peaceful
place, it is a place for us to pray, relax,
to share hospitality with friends. And
the work in the garden helps me keep
in touch with the earth, with the
seasons, and the rhythms of keeping a
garden in order.
So the private garden can be a spiritual
place. A place of prayer and a place
where we can touch the earth and find
space from busy lives.
Beyond the backyard: The private
garden is only part of the Australian
garden experience. Public garden
are another element: public gardens
appeared fairly early in Australia’s
colonial history. In Victoria for
instance, land was first set aside for the
Melbourne Botanical Gardens in 1846,
though the first director, Ferdinand
von Mueller, was not appointed for
another decade. In the late 1850s and
early 1860s, more botanical gardens
were planned in gold rush townships
including Ballarat (1858), Buninyong
(1859) and Daylesford/Hepburn
springs (1861).
Gardens in Victoria were strongly
influenced by English and European
gardens. These gardens reflect a
number of impulses: spaces for people
of burgeoning new towns to relax, the
longing for home reflected in many of
Melbourne’s gardens by ranks oaks,
elms and birches, and the making of
a more familiar-like environment in
a place far from home. But they also
reflect the curiosity and scientific
engagement of the day. Victoria’s
many botanical gardens weren’t mere
copies of distant Europe. Plants from
many parts of the world including
Asia, Africa and the Americas were
5
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incorporated. The Ballarat Botanical
Gardens provide a good sense of this
in their original section: here formal
flowerbeds, classical inspired statues
are beside Californian sequoias. These
gardens vary between the tranquillity
of the tree-lined lanes to great bursts
of colour and vibrancy.
As Australia has matured as a nation,
gardening ideals have changed. There
has been more interest in native
gardens, such as the native garden
established at the north side of the
Ballarat botanical gardens. There has
been more interest in mixing elements
of different types of gardens, such as
the new memorial for prisoners of war
at the southern end of the Ballarat
Botanical Gardens. This memorial
garden is austere: names are listed
on a low wall and the garden itself
combines elements of a Japanese dry
garden with Australian plants. The
result is a deeply reflective place.

Around Lake Wendouree itself, we see
another aspect of the garden. Here
the garden meets the lake. Lawns
and European trees blend with the
wetlands bordering the lake. The
lake stretches out providing a vision
of serenity and peace. In the distance
we can see Mt Warrenheip and Mt
Buninyong. These extinct volcanos
were places of significance for the
local Wathaurung (or Wadawurrung)
people. The peaks were easily visible
across the plains and were important
markers and navigation points.
Though public gardens are made for
secular purposes, they can still be
spiritual places. Gardens are spaces
that invite us to break away from our
everyday concerns and become more
attune with nature.
A favourite garden of mine is the
National Rhododendron Garden in
the Dandenongs. This garden is in an
idyllic setting overlooking the Yarra
Valley. It combines tall gums with
English style lawns looking across
the valley to the dividing ranges; the
cool and mysterious fern gully, and
the dazzling Japanese-inspired azalea
bowl. For me this garden provides
contemplative walk, allows one to
sink into the beauty of the gardens,
to drink in the colours and contrasts
of the flower gardens or the relax in
protected cool of the gully - room

Image from http://www.unravelling.com.au/i/
australian-ex-prisoners-of-war-memorial

POW Garden, Ballarat

to find a quiet place and meditate in
solitude or share a meal with friends.
In our busy modern world, public
gardens are a precious resource – both
physically and spiritually. As private
gardens tend to become smaller, and
more people live in units or high rise
buildings, these gardens provide a
place to refresh the soul, to find space
and peace, to contemplate the beauty
of creation, or perhaps find once
more God walking in the cool of the
evening.
Notes
(1) In later works, Ian Bradley argues
that this Celtic Christianity could be
more widely thought of as practices
of the British Isles more generally,
including the Anglo-Saxon churches
(Bradley, Colonies of Heaven: Celtic
Models for Today’s Church, 2000)
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Lanyon Homestead
Spirituality of Place is the theme for our
2015 National Gathering in Ballarat
from 17-20 September. In the 2015
Prayer Diary I encourage members and
friends to be proactive: send me a photo
of a place that for you is ‘spiritually
charged’ in some way – your very own
‘thin place’ close at hand. Merilyn
Tandukar (Wanniassa ACT, Day 21)
has not only sent a photo, she also sent a
reflection. (Editor)

with a clear view of the Brindabellas
as they are known locally. The
Brindabella Range runs along-side the
Murrumbidgee and forms the border
between NSW and ACT.

Lanyon Homestead

Ever since I came to live in Canberra,
12 years ago, I have been drawn to
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Lanyon Homestead, situated on
the banks of the Murrumbidgee,
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The traditional custodians of the area
now known as the Brindabella Range
are the Ngunawal, Walgalu, and
Djimantan indigenous people. These
tribes, and maybe others, came to this
area to hunt Bogong moths and have
corroborees as well as many sacred
ceremonies near this site.
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While the homestead is celebrated as
one of the historic homesteads of the
local area, I feel a certain connection
to this land and to the surrounding
hills and the river which gives me a
great sense of peace. It is very hard to
define, but whenever I felt a bit down
or depressed, I come here and walk
amongst the trees and through the
garden, and always come back feeling
refreshed.

The mountain which is closest to
Lanyon is called Mt. Tennent, but
some stories describe the indigenous
people calling it something like
“Dharwa”. The town which is closest
was named ultimately by the colonial
settlers, and is still called Tharwa.
The peak is quite imposing on the
landscape as if it watches over the
inhabitants and creatures below. It
often has clouds and mist floating
across it during winter.

I can imagine that this was a happy
place for the indigenous people who
visited here many times and perhaps
their spirit has been infused in the
land, the rocks, and the trees which
still stand and often tower over us.

In all seasons this place has some
beauty, whether in the summer when
the grass is either brown in drought,
or green if we have had rain, or the
spring when all the flowers bloom
and the garden and trees are joyously

proclaiming newness. Autumn is most
beautiful when the poplars turn yellow
and gold, as well as all the maples and
other trees which line the dusty road
into the property. Even winter, with
its starkness, and cold winds blowing
off the Snowy Mountains, rain and
mist covering the Brindabellas and
even the paddocks, can be stark but
refreshing.
If I had a choice for a place which
brings me real peace and contentment,
this is it. I hope it is always accessible,
not just for me, but for others as well,
to retreat to and refresh themselves
many times over. If you ever visit our
region, I would love to show you “My
beautiful place”.
o

Learning Through Open Space
It is called an Open Space because
participants are brought together in
one space, in the case of Wellspring at
Ballarat Grammar School. The space
is then opened up so that all the people
in attendance will be able to have their
say on equal terms. They will make
their own agenda around issues they
have passion for and they organize
the discussions themselves. Open
Space allows participants to engage
with their own concerns and creates
opportunities for the expression of
their inner lives. An Open Space is
a learning space for participants: they
nurture themselves by moving freely
within limits created by the demands
of the theme.

Neil Holm
The Wellspring Community will
use the Open Space approach in our
National Gathering over four days
in September 2015. Some members
expressed concern.
In the context of the Wellspring
National Gathering, the Open Space
approach will bring members and
friends of Wellspring Community
together for several days of deepening
our community and relationships. In
broad terms, we will seek to address
the theme: What is the Spirituality of
Place? This then has opportunity for
exploration of How is it Expressed in
Ballarat? What is its Significance for
Wellspring as a Community and in
the Lives of Individual Members?
P

I

P

E

L

I

N

E

Many Wellspring members have
seen the YouTube videos of Open
Space (go to YouTube and search for
Open Space Technology). Some are
concerned that a program based on
Open Space is a poor substitute for
riches of the conference-style approach
using high-profile guest speakers
employed at previous gatherings.
They seek charismatic speakers,
experts, even Messiah-like figures who
will inspire them and lead them into
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the promised land. In Open Space,
participants, not gurus, fill the space
with their insights, passions, wisdom,
and understanding.
Others are concerned that Open
Space will lack depth and substance.
They believe that Open Space is
prone to the blind-leading-the-blind
syndrome. They feel that the change
in style is risky and because of its
unknown nature, it is likely to fail.
In the next few pages, I want to
address these concerns and offer
some guidelines for those seeking
to contribute to the Open Space
program. I hope that this description
will calm all fears, build a sense of
expectancy of the benefits that will
accrue from this process, and excite
those at the Gathering to offer to host
an Open Space around an idea that
engages them and they would enjoy
discussing with others.
I begin with a brief description of a
meeting of the Australian Capital
Territory members of Wellspring
Community conducted by Jill
Robinson at her home in Canberra on
24 October 2014. About 12 people
were present. The meeting was not
5
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planned as an Open Space event.
It was simply a normal Wellspring
meeting. However, it provides us
with an outline of essential elements
of Open Space.

Concluding
Jill closed the discussion after each person
had shared.

Analysis of an Open Space
Meeting

Description of an Open
Space Meeting

In The Courage to Teach, Parker
Palmer described six paradoxes that
capture the essential elements of an
Open Space session:
The space should

Gathering
Jill welcomed each person to the group
and invited each person to take one or
two minutes to share something of their
life journey in recent times.

1. be open and bounded
2. be hospitable and ‘charged’

Encountering the Word

3. invite the voice of the
individual and the voice of the
group

Jill gave each person a slip of paper with
the following short passage:
Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who
drinks of this water will be thirsty
again, but those who drink of the
water that I will give them will
never be thirsty. The water that I
will give will become in them a
spring of water gushing up to eternal
life.’ (John 4:13-14)

4. honour the ‘little’ stories of the
members and the ‘big’ stories of
the disciplines and traditions
5. support solitude and surround
it with the resources of the
community

I will use the paradoxes to analyse the
meeting. Although these paradoxes
help to explain what happened in
the meeting, readers will see that the
Open Space process is not complex
and should not be feared. Jill created
an Open Space without knowing that
was what she was doing. The most
valuable thing Jill did was to create a
space in which she did not dominate
but allowed the participants to engage
and to share.

Each person received a different
English translation of this passage.
The translations ranged from the
archaic (King James) to the colloquial
contemporary (The Message).
Jill
commented that the passage expressed an
idea central to the identity of Wellspring
Community. She asked the group to
reflect on the verses, to share the images
that came to mind, and to say what
meaning these images expressed.

Open and bounded

After members shared their ideas, Jill
summarised the discussion to suggest
that members had accepted the gift of
overflowing living water from God: they
were filled with the Holy Spirit. She
then asked the group to consider three
questions:

Jill began by asking the group to share
something of their life journey in
recent times – an open space where
each person could contribute as they
saw fit. This opening exercise was more
than an icebreaker. It was designed to
move each participant in the direction
of the subsequent tasks. Jill created a
bounded space by providing a biblical
text for discussion and some questions
to guide the responses. She might
have created a boundary by providing
a data set, a reflective, theological,
philosophical passage, a newspaper

• How are you using the gift?
• What more would you like to do
with it?
• Do you need any help from us?
After a time of reflection, each person
shared their stories. The stories shared
were personal and powerful.
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Jill’s questions and the short Bible text
made it difficult for the participants
to lose focus or wander from the
path Jill intended. However, the
stimuli were sufficiently open to
allow free expression and individual,
personalised responses.
By setting boundaries, Jill ensured
that there was a recognisable space
within which we could operate and
engage with each other. By allowing
openness, Jill created a space in which
participants were able to explore ideas
we had not previously considered and
allowed some of us to express some
very personal concerns. It was not a
therapy session but nevertheless some
of us shared emotions and thoughts
that came from deep within.

6. welcome both silence and
speech.

Responding

P

clipping, a photo, a video, or some
other stimulus material.
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Hospitable and charged
Jill’s meeting design was hospitable. It
was not hurried, pressured, or overly
complex. There was space to reflect.
We had shared a meal before moving
into the open space setting. Somehow
table fellowship engenders trust and
contributes to a sense of safety. It
deepens relationships and reduces fear
of being vulnerable.
The space was charged because the
questions invited us to consider
ways in which we might take the
next step in our journey. We were
urged, gently and respectfully, to
examine ourselves to see whether
the necessitated changes were best
accomplished alone or in partnership,
in community. In responding to the
questions, we had to consider the risks
of sharing our thoughts and feelings.
We had to consider the risks of going
ahead alone or in community. When
5
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Honour the ‘little’ stories of the
members and the ‘big’ stories of
the disciplines and traditions

we responded to the question, “What
more might we do with God’s gift?”
we were engaging in soul work. At
this moment, the space was clearly
charged.

Jill’s Open Space design allowed each
person to share his or her ‘small’ stories
of personal experience. We each had
a chance to look inside ourselves, to
reflect on who we were, and to find
personal stories that expressed our
own truths.
In another context, in a more focussed
Open Space setting, and when time
permits, the leader could move the
discussion beyond the highly personal,
the idiosyncratic, to a larger, more
abstract, more universal perspective.

Invite the voice of the individual
and the voice of the group
Jill’s open space design invited each
participant to express ideas, emotions,
confusions, ignorance, and prejudice
(although our group did not span
the whole range). Certainly, some of
us shared deeply personal thoughts
and revealed aspects of our personal
journeys that we had not shared
before.
If an Open Space is designed to
encourage learning or personal
development it must provide for more
than hearing individual voices. It will
be structured in a way that allows
the collective voice, the voice of the
group, to be heard.

Many models

One participant shared that she was
emerging from a period of relative
isolation.
She had been quite
reclusive and inward looking. This
could have provided a situation in
which the group could have affirmed
the courage required to move back
into a more sociable life. Or we
could have encouraged our friend or
asked whether it would be helpful to
invite them occasionally to a social
function. If we had gone down this
route, the Open Space leader could
have occasionally recounted what
she sensed the group was saying.
She could have assisted the group
to be increasingly self-conscious
and intentional in relation to the
conversation. In this way, the group
could get a sense of the direction of
the conversation and decide whether
to continue down that path or to
change or even reverse direction.
When this happens, the group has a
chance to own the outcomes of the
discussion collectively and it provides
the opportunity for a collective
wisdom to emerge.
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In response to “The water that I will
give will become in them a spring of
water gushing up to eternal life,” one
participant said that he understood
this verse to suggest that the Holy
Spirit was like an ever-gushing source
of life, energy, and direction in his
life. Recently he has been learning
to trust the Spirit, to not get stressed
when events were unfolding in ways
that seemed strange, out of control,
heading in the wrong direction, or
(perhaps more frequently) stalled or
making little progress.
As an example, in preparing
intercessory prayers recently, his only
inspiration seemed to come from the
psalm to be read that day. This led to
an unusual shape for the intercessory
prayers. He was concerned that this
approach might not be appropriate.
However, the preacher, too, chose an
unusual focus for the homily. Instead
of focusing on the gospel or reflecting
on all lectionary readings for the day,
the preacher spoke on the psalm alone
and in a way that fitted perfectly with
the previously prepared intercessory
prayers. Our participant cited
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other examples of the way where he
seemed inadequately prepared for an
event or consultation but where the
preparation was more than adequate
when the time came.
Again, in another context, in a more
focussed Open Space setting, and
when time permits, the leader could
use the participant’s contribution as a
springboard to connect with the “big”
stories of the tradition or discipline.
The group could consider the Biblical
passages that might affirm or challenge
this interpretation of the working of
the Spirit. Alternatively, the group
could situate this interpretation
in the context of a broader, more
encompassing understanding of the
work and person of the Holy Spirit.
In this way, the group could consider
the role of the Holy Spirit as teacher
and guide and the Holy Spirit’s
relationship with prayer, prophecy,
and the fruit of the Holy Spirit.
At these times, the leader has to
discern the mood of the discussion
and the needs of the group. When to
engage with the “big” stories requires
judgement. The emerging “big” story
may not be where the leader planned
to go but if it seems right for the group
and the moment it should be allowed
to develop. Similarly, the leader
may have planned a move towards a
particular “big” story and care must be
exercised to ensure that the “big” story
is not forced on a group that is not
ready for it. Members of the group
should also feel free to suggest that
they would prefer not to head down
that path.

Support solitude and surround
it with the resources of the
community
To understand this paradox, we must
first be clear about solitude. From a
Christian perspective solitude is
The creation of an open, empty
space in our lives by purposefully
abstaining from interaction with
other human beings, so that, freed
from competing loyalties, we can
be found by God. (The Renovare
Spiritual Formation Bible, p. 2313)
5
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Christian solitude is the way in
which we allow God to challenge
and overcome our individualism;
in solitude, we are led to recognize
the strength and resilience of our
selfishness, and the need to let
God dissolve the fantasies with
which we protect ourselves. In the
desert there is no-one to impress
or persuade; there it is necessary to
confront your own emptiness or be
consumed by it. (Rowan Williams,
address at San Gregorio Magno)
From a broader perspective, solitude
involves an intentional process of
stepping back, of finding some
space alone, to get a more reflective
view of an event or issue in order to
consider its personal relevance and
ramifications. Through solitude the
individual establishes a relationship
with the event or issue.
Solitude is more than silence. It
involves interiority, looking within,
considering
personal
identity,
engaging the inner self. A welldesigned open space will support
solitude. It will be designed in a way
that even if the leader does not provide
time and opportunity for solitude, the
leader will indicate the value of taking
time to engage in solitude. Open space
has the potential to engender deep
learning, deep personal engagement,
but this is unlikely to happen unless
the individual finds an opportunity
for solitude.
But solitude alone is not enough
to effect transformation.
For
the Christian, solitude allows
individualism and selfishness to
be challenged but the resources of
community must surround this
solitude:

stripped away by God in silence.
(Rowan Williams)
From a broader perspective, this
means that the individual needs
others to engage with the issues
at hand. No one person, no one
community, in isolation, “possesses
the entirety of the Gospel”
(Williams). Williams reminds us that
we need the diversity of opinion, the
expression of difference that arises in
community, and especially in open
Christian community where we do
not naturally and instinctively belong
together, agree, or speak the same
language. In Christian community,
we are summoned to be together in
our strangeness to each other. We
are to be faithful to each other in that
strangeness – not because we naturally
like one another and would be loyal to
one another anyway!
When Palmer speaks of surrounding
isolation with the resources of
community, we can infer that
he is referring to the diversity
and difference discussed above.
However, we must not forget that
for the Christian community there
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Welcome both silence and
speech.
Whereas solitude involves stepping
back from others to allow God to
speak, silence is less complex. Silence
is a time of not speaking and a time of
uninterrupted, undisturbed reflection.
It is a time of mental processing, a
time of marshalling ideas, and a time
of seeking meaning. Like solitude,
silence allows time to dredge thoughts
and feelings from deep within so that
when we do respond, when we speak,
we respond in a way that reveals some
deep inner truths.
Jill’s Open Space design allowed
plenty of opportunity for participants
to engage in silent reflection and to
have sufficient space to express their
thoughts and ideas.

Conclusion

Reflect

is a language dimension to these
resources: the language of the Word.
Williams suggests that the community
“coheres around the divine Word,
both in listening and in speaking. The
community listens to the Scriptures,
but it also speaks Scripture.” Our
communal immersion in scripture
brings a God-inspired resource.
We were limited for time in our
Canberra group so Jill did not overtly
create space for solitude or group
engagement. With more time, she

. . . solitude is framed by the
common life in which we have
begun to learn the basic habits of
selflessness through mutual service,
and in which we are enabled to serve
more radically and completely, to
be more profoundly in the heart
of common life in Christ’s Body,
because we have had our private
myths and defensive strategies
P

might have made space for solitude
and for engaging the group: first
encouraging each person to express
personal responses and then seeking
a considered group interpretation as
another outcome. The group response
may assist each individual to see “the
barriers and openings to the truth that
lives within them” (Palmer, p.77).
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To conclude, I want to affirm some
of my opening comments. I hope I
have addressed any concerns about
the Open Space process. I hope I
have calmed fears, build a sense of
expectancy of the benefits that will
accrue from this process, and excite
those at the Gathering to offer to
host an Open Space around an idea
that engages them and they would
enjoy discussing with others. The
Open Space process is not complex.
Jill created an Open Space without
knowing that was what she was doing.
The most valuable thing Jill did was
to create a space in which she did not
dominate but allowed the participants
to engage and to share. I look forward
to many engaging times of sharing at
the Gathering.
o
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Mungo Gathering Trip to Lake Mungo

Clabon and Margaret Allen (Ashfield
NSW, Day 20) are planning a postgathering trip to Lake Mungo.
Mungo National Park is one of the
world’s very special places. Aboriginal
people have walked at Mungo in
the footsteps of their ancestors since
the Dreamtime. Scientists have
discovered artefacts of this ancient
culture dating back over 50,000 years
across the expanses of the last ice age.
This makes Mungo one of the oldest
places outside of Africa to have been
occupied by modern humans since
ancient times. Here you can explore
the remarkable story of how a culture
was able to stay strong and care for
Country in the face of extreme climate
change, change that dried up the lakes
that were the lifeblood of the region.

Lake Mungo
World Heritage Area and discover the Clabon and Margaret hope others will
compelling story of survival associated wish to join them. They have made
with the rise and fall of the lake, a provisional booking for the tour on
all interpreted by your Aboriginal the morning of 22nd September. It is
Discovery Ranger.
school holiday time, so early booking
Accommodation: (fairly basic) in a
is advisable. Please email clabon.
Shearers’ Quarters for $30 per person
or there is a campsite and a caravan margaret@bigpond.com or phone
site. For more information go to 02 9798 4663 if you want more
information.
o
http://www.visitmungo.com.au/

Place, Spirituality, & Democracy
The Museum of Australian Democracy
is one of the venues for the Wellspring
National Gathering in September. As
you prepare for the Gathering you might
like to reflect on the intersection of the
central themes of the museum and the
central concerns of Wellspring.

The cost of the tour of the National
Park itself is $35 for adults and $20
for seniors or pensioners. The tour
involves linking up with Aboriginal
Discovery Rangers at the Mungo
Visitor Centre and learning first
hand about the Aboriginal Culture
and dreaming stories on display from
the new interpretive features. From
here you will tag-along in your own
vehicle for an informative tour of the
famous Walls of China. Learn about
50,000+ years of Aboriginal cultural
history of the Willandra Lakes Region
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The Museum of Australian Democracy
at Eureka (M.A.D.E) in Ballarat is an
Australian museum, which engages
visitors in the compelling story of
democracy. The stories are told of the
ordinary men and women, past and
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present, which have fought for the
democratic freedoms we enjoy today.
Located on the historic site of the
1854 Eureka Stockade, M.A.D.E
explores the powerful story of Eureka
as a significant part of the struggle for
peoples’ rights in Australia and around
the world. M.A.D.E commemorates
the pivotal role of the Stockade in
shaping Australia’s democracy. This is
where a group of largely young people
fought injustice, and won some of the
first democratic rights in the world.
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M.A.D.E’s permanent exhibition
uses innovative digital immersion to
engage visitors with the questions:
What is democracy and why do we
care? Why has it been fought for,
yesterday and today? What does it feel
like to be without power?

is explored. How are decisions
made? Who are they made for?
What influence do you have in our
contemporary democracy today?
Iconic historic objects are also on
display including the Flag of the
Southern Cross, which is generously on
loan from the Art Gallery of Ballarat.
The flag is exhibited for the first
time since 1854 on this historic site.

Combining contemporary technology
with historic objects, the role of the
people as the centre of democracy

Through a series of exciting public
programs and temporary exhibitions,
visitors are inspired to explore
diversity, creativity and the hidden
stories of the past and present. As a
centre of discussion on contemporary
democracy, M.A.D.E has been proud
to host some of Australia’s most
creative thinkers.
o

BAMM: Books, Art, Music, Movies

BAMM is a place where Members and Friends reflect on their recent viewing, hearing, creating, and reading in ways that
engage the central concerns of the Wellspring community.

BAMM: BOOKS
Revolution (London: Century, 2014), Russell Brand’s latest book prompted a reflection by Geoff Stevenson (Old Toongabbie
NSW, Day 20). In a way it is a reflection on the spirituality of a place, a shopping centre. Geoff warns that this is a confronting
book that should be avoided if you don’t want to hear the kinds of language and stories of the streets - rough, course and real.
According to The Daily Mail (21 February 2015), “Russell Brand has been named among the likes of Henry Kissinger and
Hilary Mantel on a shortlist of the world’s greatest minds. Brand - who does not believe in voting - is on Prospect magazine’s
50-strong World Thinkers 2015 shortlist, where he is joined by some of the world’s greatest philosophers, economists and scientists
of the last year. The magazine’s description of Brand calls him ‘the spiritual leader of Britain’s disaffected anti-capitalist youth’.”
Russell Brand is the British comedian,
actor, radio host and author. He’s a
bit ‘out there’, quite funny, irreverent
but also filled with the wisdom of life
and its destructive forces. He was
addicted to drugs and alcohol and
used them with gusto. Actually life
for Russell Brand has been a series
of addictive influences as he has
struggled with inner feelings, hopes,
frustrations and despair.

his despair but then he looked and
behind the glass were better things
that would fill the emptiness and
make life complete.

Brand has bought the rhetoric of
advertising and the wider society. He
speaks about Lakeside Mall, a new
and wondrous place that promised
the world – it was the place to go,
where dreams would be fulfilled and
everything one needed to be happy
could be found. For a price. It was
close to his simple home and promised
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his simple life something more. He
bought the CD he could afford and
was given a momentary respite from
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He got money, bought the things
on the other side of the glass – and
it didn’t work! More and more
he bought and more and more
Lakeside, the shopping, materialist’s
paradise failed to deliver. The rules
he followed, those words of wisdom
on the billboards and advertisements
but they were hollow and false. They
delivered but not for the deluded fools
who believed and saved and bought!
They delivered into the pockets of
the ones who could sell more junk to
people who had more than enough
but weren’t happy and thought they
wanted or needed more! He bought
5
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the whole intoxicating message that
told him he wasn’t good enough,
rich enough, thin enough, clever
enough… Every purchase and every
trend was superseded by something
better until…
Brand was bulimic – he was empty and
needed to fill a void within himself but
then he needed to purge the poison he
felt inside. A cyclic mess that never
resolved but only fuelled angst and
despair. Drugs, alcohol, sex and fame
followed over the years. All a searching
for something to fill an emptiness, an
ache or to escape the loneliness of life
that isn’t filled with meaning – only
the realisation that everything he’d be
sold as truth was superficial tosh. It
was like eating fairy floss – promising
perhaps but there is nothing to chew,
nothing to eat as it disappears on entry
into your mouth.
He keeps talking about God, not as I
might from my religious background,
sounding more sure and certain with
a degree of professional vocabulary
and familiarity. Russell Brand speaks
of God in the manner of one who
has come to realise that there has to
be something beyond what is and a
voice that is not tainted by the stupid
nonsense and foolish lies of the culture
in which we live. ‘If you can’t escape the
system, you’ve got to escape from yourself.
If you’re looking for God, for salvation,
for a connection, for sanctuary from
the cuckoo self incubating in you, and
there’s no map, no guide, no story, no
folk memory of how to get there, sooner
or later you’ll pick up a bottle, a pipe,
or a brick.’
This is the reality I see and hear all too
often – we’ve lost our way, forgotten
or thrown away the map or stopped
listening to the wise voices who try
to point the way. So awfully stupid
and desperate does life become for so
many that it isn’t rocket science to
realise we need to escape. When life
is overwhelming and no one seems
to have a real answer the only way is
escape, whether drugs and alcohol,
promiscuous sex, work, material
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accumulation, shopping, food – the
list of addictive responses is endless
and Brand speaks as an expert!

a man stood and in his desperate
(demonic??) state lashed out at Jesus.
It seems one of those situations where
fear and anger merge with hope and
confusion and the inner spirit cries
out rejecting the presence that seems
frighteningly prescient and powerful.
What if he were to believe this one,
to reach out and seek, receive and
yield to the power in this one? What
if he abandoned his delusions and
comfortable insecurities, his illness
(that brings compassion and attention
of others) and the security of being
lost, alone, confused and hopeless?
What if he was to give in – what would
it take??? Jesus seized the initiative
and in a voice of authority told him to
wake up, to let go of the inner spirit
of violence that works inward against
the man and infuses his world with
bilious angst and negativity – with
despair. Jesus commanded the ‘spirit
to come out of the man’ and set him
in his right self.
Isn’t this Russell Brand’s story? Well
not the same but the same. Didn’t he
manifest the demons of the age that
fought for his soul and led him to be
lost, alone, despairing and hopeless?
Didn’t he need the voice of compassion
and wisdom, experience and fraught
with Divine empowerment to
challenge the demons and his own
reticence, fear, and disillusionment
and to bring purposeful direction to
his aimless wandering through life.
The other interesting thing in the
story is how everyone loved it! Those
who witnessed it felt alive and vital
– church was different that day and
pretty damn good! Something finally
happened and a life was transformed,
restored and the power of God was on
full display. It wasn’t some magical
display filled with divine video effects,
a Star Wars mega-moment of heavenly
proportions. This was the reality of
God getting into a human being and
being released in the deep power of
love to transform and restore in grace.
The words were filled with life and
vitality and God. Except, of course,
the religious leaders who didn’t really

‘You’ve probably noticed by now that
I keep alluding to God… The reason I
keep mentioning God is because I believe
in God. A lot of people are surprised by
that, what with it being 2014 and this
being a technologically advanced secular
culture.
God is primarily regarded as the preserve
of thick white people and angry brown
people.
Since Friedrich Nietzsche
(deceased) declared, “God is dead,”
we’ve been exploring the observation
of British writer G K Chesterton, who
said, “The death of God doesn’t mean
man will believe in nothing but that he
will believe in anything.”’
He goes on to suggest that he is a good
example – a believer in the rhetoric of
Lakeside Mall, then sex, drugs and
celebrity, fame and wealth. Russell
Brand has been clean for 11 years –
one day at a time. The demons come
and go, tempting, luring, seducing
and haunting him. A community
of people who listened to him, stood
with him, affirmed him and continue
to support and encourage him –
compassionate people. The ‘higher
power’ of God is part of the process,
providing a map that helps fill the void
and tame the demons and revealing
the false security in the nonsensical
rhetoric of deluded fools who claim
wisdom even amidst their dangerous
stupidity.
Russell Brand’s story illuminates
the story of Jesus in Mark 1:21-28.
Jesus entered a synagogue in a town
called Capernaum. There were wise
ones there who taught the religious
laws and wisdom and revealed God’s
way. There were people who listened,
believed, were helped and part of the
community. It wasn’t bad it just
wasn’t, well, alive.
Jesus waltzed in (well I suspect he
entered gently and with great calm
but that doesn’t so poetic) and started
talking words that seemed to be
filled with life and vitality. At once
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find Jesus amusing or true. He was an
unhelpful distraction from the order
and rhetoric of their way.

celebrity doing something stupid
again. Be amazed at Australia Day
Honours to the Duke of Edinburgh or
some politician ripping off the system
or the next big trend in consumer
stupidity or the frothing of economic
high priests pointing toward Nirvana
at the stock exchange…

I hear something of all this in Russell
Brand’s story, his irreverent story
that challenges so much of life in
our comfortable part of the world,
a sometimes dreary monotony that
surrounds so many people. Watch the
news and get into a lather over some

gospel through the medium of naïve
acceptance of a world gone mad? Do
we yearn to have Jesus turn us upside
down and inside out as he comes
crashing through with transforming
love and distributive justice? Do we
even want our lives to change? If not
then why read the story(s) of Jesus
because that’s what he wants to do to
you and me – now!
o

Do our churches challenge this
story or mediate a soft and gentle

Doing the Right Thing at Work: Catholics’ Guide to Faith, Business & Ethics by James L. Nolan (St. Anthony Messenger Press,
2005) is reviewed by June Mills (Taree NSW, Day 5).

June Mills
Reviewers of this book have used
words like “fine”, “outstanding”
“a delight to read”. “thoughtful”,
“suitable for personal meditation and
group reflection”, “excellent.
The author belongs to Woodstock
Business Conference.
He draws
extensively on the lives, stories, and
experiences of men and women in
this group whose motto is ‘Affirming
the Relevance of Religious Faith to
Business Practice’ (p.19). The mission
of this group is to:
•integrate faith,
professional life,

family

and

When we exercise ‘Doing the right
thing’ at work (both paid work and
voluntary work) we draw on good
habits cultivated over a lifetime from
trial and error and from soul-searching
or risk-taking. When we make a
decision in this context we exercise
judgement and desire. Judgement
comes from understanding the
totality of a given situation and the
ability to grasp the consequences of
the facts and questions that will arise.
Desire is a sense of longing or hoping
for a person, object, or outcome. For
Nolan, desire is a sense of longing or
hoping to ‘do the right thing’ as a
Christian.

1. Self-Awareness: Get to know
our strengths/weaknesses. Using
our intelligence, reason, and
ability to carry out responsible
choices combined with ability to
show love. Being sustained by
family, friends, community, coworkers and faith community.
Nolan draws on Ps 139: 1-5, 13-14
(O Lord, you have searched me
and known me. You know when I
sit down and when I rise up; you
discern my thoughts from far away.
You search out my path and my lying

He acknowledges finding guidance,
stimulus, and nourishment in the
Christian Gospel and the Catholic
faith community. He also recognises
‘certain people can be just, kind
and good, whether they adhere to a
particular religious faith or none at all.’
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3. Engagement: At work as well
as at home “Love God as you
love yourself” (Matthew 22:3640). Work is a setting where we
exercise and fulfil our God-given
talents. Take note of Matt 6: 2429, 33-34 (You cannot serve God
and wealth … do not worry about
your life, what you will eat or what
you will drink, or about your body,
what you will wear . . . 33 But
strive first for the kingdom of God
and his righteousness, and all these
things will be given to you as well.
34 So do not worry about tomorrow,
for tomorrow will bring worries of its
own. Today’s trouble is enough for
today).

Nolan outlines a Five Point Program
for doing the right thing:

•exercise a beneficial influence
upon society. (p.126)

I

2. Expand Our Horizons:
What type of people do we
want to become? What type
of communities do we want to
create? What should/should not
we do? What are the rights and
responsibilities of human beings?
What is necessary to promote
social, economic, cultural,
personal, and spiritual well being,?

This 143-page book has eleven
chapters, each ending with exercises
for personal and group reflection.
It also includes a Daily Examen for
Busy Business People and A Catholic
Framework for Economic Life).

•develop a corporate culture that
is reflective of their religious values
and

P

down, and are acquainted with all
my ways etc) and on the Prayer
of Francis of Assisi (make me an
instrument of Thy peace).
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4. Community: In this section
Nolan makes three main points. (1)
Be guided by Luke 16 19-31 (Rich
man and Lazarus). Today there
are ‘invisible’ people to society and
in workplaces. They appear to no
longer count economically. They
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are people who “fall through the
radar” – sometimes executives who
have suffered from “downsizing.”
(2) Heed the words of Fr. Ronald
Rolheiser, “To practice social
justice is to examine, challenge,
refuse as far as possible to participate
in, and try to change those systems
(economic,
social,
political,
cultural, mythic, religious) that
unjustly penalize some – as they
unjustly reward others.” (p.80).
(3) Get involved in a community
that sustains us and fosters
‘doing the right thing’. These
communities include a Business
Purpose Group, a Prayer Group,
a support Group (e.g. friends and
family), and a Worshipping Faith
Community. This involvement is
important because Christian life
is not sustained only by private
acts of prayer, justice and virtue.
It is sustained in a community

by gathering ritually around the
Word of God, prayer, and through
the breaking of bread together.

our friends, co-workers, and faith
communities: they sustain us in time
of change.

5. Prayer Chapter 11 is an excellent
chapter that discusses prayer.
“From a Christian perspective
living a good and ethical life
requires regular individual and
communal prayer, which guides
and empowers us. At the same
time, our efforts to live such a
life gives shape to our prayer.”
(Michael Downey, theologian &
spiritual writer).

Long ago the Prophet Micah offered
his famous advice: “He has told you, of
mortal, what is good and what does the
Lord require of you but to do justice, and
to love kindness, and to walk humbly
with your God? (Micah 6:8).
We are plagued by news of corporate
mismanagement,
take-overs,
greed, downsizing, dishonest deals,
lying, cheating, fraud, heartless
decisions that profit the shareholders
and management, and lack of
accountability. We long for people of
integrity to stand up. I am grateful to
have found this book. It gives hope.
By just realising that by following
the teachings of Jesus, God’s Word
and Prayer still have the powerful
ability to change this world. This
opportunity is available to us, just as
it was in challenging times in the past.

The words of Saint Paul are a fitting
conclusion to this review: “Do not
be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your
minds, so that you may discern what
is the will of God – what is good and
acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2).
This still rings true, community and
healthy relationships are important
as we work in our family, with

Engagement

Engagement: Members and Friends will have an opportunity to engage with or respond to ideas that
were addressed in the previous issue of Pipeline. Engaging with the ideas of others, respondents will
affirm and / or commend the ideas and also take the opportunity to recommend other points of view.
The December 2014 issue Pipeline included an article on secularism in an equitable society. James Moore
is an Anglican who lives in Sydney. He is not connected with Wellspring but he submitted the following
thoughts.
I think that Margaret Wenham’s
call for people to keep their religious
beliefs to themselves results from the
decline of religious faith in the West.
G.K. Chesterton feared that a decline
in religion would lead to a rise in
superstition that would drown out
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the old rationalism and scepticism.
The prevalence of Zen, aromatherapy,
anti-immunisation cults etc are
symptomatic.
Secularism, or separation of church
and state, does not necessarily
mean hostility to religion, but only
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that the state should not support
religion through the state apparatus
or through funding. Chaplaincy
in schools is a good test case, where
the High Court invalidated direct
commonwealth funding for chaplains
as beyond the powers given by the
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constitution. The Abbott government
responded by making grants to the
states and added the requirement that
any chaplains appointed should have
religious backing or qualifications.
This seems to me to be a tricky side
step to avoid the prohibition in
the constitution, and non-believers
rightly felt excluded by the imposition
of a religious test. Previously, it was
left to individual schools to decide
what type of counsellor/chaplain was

work ethic. Separation of church
and state is implicit in a number of
these factors. While the Western
democracies are currently all battling
to “accommodate” Muslims, they have
already had Christians, Jews, atheists
and others living in “solidarity”. All
should be able to practise their beliefs
and expect equality and fairness from
the state. If a democracy works that
way it is entitled to receive respect and
loyalty, and the society should have a
real sense of solidarity.
o

appropriate, and that is the way to
encourage “solidarity” in society.
In his Civilization - the West and the
Rest (2011), Niall Ferguson argues
that separation of church and state is
one of the reasons why the civilizations
of Western Europe were able to trump
the outwardly superior empires of the
Orient. Ferguson mentions six “killer
applications” that the Rest lacked:
competition, science, democracy,
medicine, consumerism and the

In the March 2013 issue of Pipeline we reported Col Jennings’ solo exhibition of artworks entitled
‘Reflections on a Long White Cloud. Following is a brief glimpse of Col’s interests and publishing activities
(Springwood/Barrington Tops NSW, Day 3).
partnership with other groups to
support and encourage artists, writers,
photographers to produce and display
their work. Col has credited this
group for giving him courage to
express his creativity:

Col lectures at U3A. In association
with his lectures he has published a
range of booklets that address many
issues including anxiety; seeking fulllife wellbeing by rebuilding mind,
body and spirit; and social inclusion
and social enterprises in the United
Kingdom.

Like me [other entrants in the Blue
Fringe Arts exhibition] found real
hope and satisfaction by sharing
their artwork and writings. With
the development of the Varuna
writing workshops in 2006 came
a new kind of sharing of works,
some lively conversation, and
empowerment for many of the
participants in very exciting ways.
Blue Fringe has helped me gain
personal strength, enabling me to
take the wild initiative of engaging
in two shared Art Exhibitions locally
and to publish and to circulate
several of my written works. Twenty
years ago the prospect of developing
my talents to this extent would have
seemed impossible.

Col Jennings
Col Jennings has a deep commitment
to wellness. He is an artist,
photographer, teacher, and a highly
thoughtful person. He reads widely
and draws on sources not widely
known. His interests include the
holistic therapy techniques employed
by a team of Family Therapists/
Psychotherapists working in a small
hospital in Western Lapland in
Finland in dealing with clients who
present with mental health issues.
Col has had a strong connection to
Blue Fringe Arts in Springwood. This
centre celebrates and acknowledges
the creativity of people with a lived
experience of mental illness. This
community organisation works in

Some of Col’s other publications can
be found in the National Library.
They include Creating for life : an
artist’s spiritual reflection. This booklet
addresses mysticism and art and art
and mental illness. Turning points:
selections of verse: a life’s collection
was published with Pat Jennings.
Enlightened to listen: finding light and
hope in the land of the long white cloud
focuses on study and conversations in
New Zealand on re-building mind,
body and spirit. Celebrating life
through verse and story : Blue Fringe
Arts ... poetry and short stories entrants
is a creative and challenging literary
collection, the heartfelt contributions
of more than forty writers and poets.

David Sloane (Corowa NSW, Day 15) shares some thoughts on Wellspring.
I liked the article on the New
Monasticism in the September
Pipeline. Lately, I have been thinking
more and more about ‘radical
discipleship.’ Wellspring, like the
churches we come from, is aging and
declining and I suspect that unless we
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get some new blood we are going to
wither on the vine! We need to be
more on the ‘front foot’ in trying to
get new members. We need to invite
our friends to cell group meetings and
Gatherings – personal invitations are
essential!
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The sheet Are You Interested in
Joining Wellspring Community? is
very good. I have copied it to give
out. People need to be challenged
on radical discipleship. Wellspring
has the potential for becoming very
radical in a non-Christian society.
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[David also asks for a brief outline of
the process of moving from Friend to
Member. There are two ways.

Companion helps you find a Community
of Support. This group helps you plan
a formation process that (a) meets your
needs and (b) moves you towards living
prophetically. You work towards these
goals for about a year. When you feel
you have (a) made substantial progress
towards meeting your formation goals
and (b) made some progress towards
living prophetically as per the descriptors
in Are You Interested in Joining
Wellspring Community? you are ready
for review. After a successful review you
become a Traveller. Your Community
of Support guides you through the next
(year-long?) stage of formation. After
a successful review as a Traveller,
Wellspring Community welcomes your
application to become a Member.]

One involves mixing with Wellspring
people in cells or in other ways; get a
feel for what we do. If you decide that
you are living prophetically in the ways
described in Are You Interested in
Joining Wellspring Community? and
you are able to agree to the Rule, then
you may apply to become a Member.
Your application will be reviewed and
a decision made.

David Sloane
The concept of a dispersed monastic
community might be very appealing.
Perhaps we could have a New
Monasticism consultation here in
Australia. Perhaps in 2016.

The other way is more structured and
formational. This way involves a twostage (notionally two-year) intentional
formation process. You apply to begin.
You are assigned a Companion to
oversight your formation process. The

“Wendell Berry, novelist, essayist, poet, and farmer, is a central contributor to the growing renaissance of
Christian culture. His readers are numerous and ever growing, drawn to his scriptural and AristotelianThomistic view of the world, a world that he sees as a created order for which the Creator has appointed
us stewards and trustees. Reverence is a hallmark of Berry’s work: reverence for the gift of creation, for the
sanctity of the Word, for the sacred uniqueness of his subjects. (Anne Husted Burleigh, Wendell Berry’s
Community, in http://www.catholiceducation.org/en/culture/art/wendell-berry-s-community.html)
In this excerpt from his Imagination in
Place (pp. 49, 51-53, Berry explores
the spirituality of place and in poetry.
He alerts us to the importance of the
spirituality of place.
I first heard John Haines read his
poems on evening in the Jones Room
of the old library at Stanford. . . . Mr
Haines’ poems, as I heard them that
evening, told that they were the work
of a mind that had taught itself to be
quiet for a long time.
…
John Haines homesteaded in Alaska
in 1947, when he was twenty-three.
He went there, he says,
To see
the shadows waver and leap,
listen to water,
birds in their sleep,
the tremor in old men’s voices.
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constituting “another episode of the
myth-journey of humankind.”
The land gives up its meaning slowly,
and it is that given-up meaning,
patiently waited for, that has moved
Mr. Haines’ poems, which honor it by
a just and frugal speech. How much
to his own honor it is that, in an age of
easy art, he never has been glib!

The land gave up its meaning slowly,
as the sun finds day by day
a deeper place in the mountain.

Hearing this poet read his poems
aloud, or reading them quietly for
yourself, you imagine how little
“originality” has mattered to him-how
little worry he has expended on the
latter-day poetical business of “finding
his own voice.” You must even ask if
the voice of the poems is in fact his,
and then, when you read Living Off
the Country, his book of critical essays,
you find that the poet himself has
addressed this question:

And then, finally, one begins to know
how “Old ladders shorten, pulled
down / in the sod ...” Or one sees
images of travelers, solitary individuals
or whole nations, passing over the face
of the country, passing over the snow,
leaving
no more sound in the land
than a handful of berries
tumbled in a miner’s pail

Only a few perhaps are able to choose
so resolutely such ordinary wonders;
P

… This requires a certain constancy
and austerity, and an unusual sort of
curiosity. One would like to see what
the world has to offer more or less on
its own -- if one will not go too far in
search or in pursuit; if one will wait,
perhaps for a long time:
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What counts finally in a work are not
novel and interesting things, though
these can be important, but the

-- images that have the power to
unite experience, history, and dream,
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absolutely authentic. I think that there
is a spirit of place, a presence asking
to be expressed; and sometimes when
we are lucky as writers, and quiet in
a way few of us want to be anymore,
a voice enters our own ... (Emphasis
added (Editor))

and humbly enough submitted to
inspiration.

has done so, I think, because he
opposes the shrinkage of the world to
the limits of the isolated, displaced,
desiring, and despairing self, the self
that ultimately knows nothing and
can say nothing:

This, of course, comes of an
unabashed love of country -- an
authentic patriotism-which opens a
way beyond our superficial doctrines
of self-liberation, self-expression, the
modern, and the new. Once a place
and its spirit have become not just
subjects but standards of a writer’s
work, then the connections between
art and community, art and tradition,
art-and thought become necessary
and clear, and Mr. Haines has been,
of understood necessity, a defender
of these things. As a critic he has
opposed “the cultivation of disorder,
the random association of images,
the breakup of syntax, the dismissal
of intellect, of reason, the continual
seeking after ‘new thrills’ . . . “ He

And he says:
I have come to feel that there is here
in North America a hidden place
obscured by what we have built upon
it, and that whenever we penetrate the
surface of the life around us that place
and its spirit can be found.
He therefore speaks of our need for
literature “as a matter of practical
necessity.” And thus his work is far
removed from “self-expression” or
the “originality” of the personal voice
-- as is all work that is skilled enough

you will always be waiting
for what you do not know,
knowing that when at last
it appears you will not know it . ..
How valuable John Haines’ work
might be to the still preponderant
majority for whom the issues of place
have been eclipsed by issues of self and
career, I cannot say. Of its value, and
its potential value, to the increasingly
competent minority who long for an
authentic settlement of our country, I
have no doubt.
o
from any great center of culture, not
from New York or Boston or even
Concord. They came from Johnson,
Vermont, a place not central to
the culture even of Vermont, and
yet a place obviously central to the
consciousness and imagination of a
fine poet. It was a place that, on the
scale of grandeur, might have been
any place, except that by the use of
his senses, his wits, and his art, the
poet had given standing to its unique
life, first in his own imagination,
then in Denise’s, then in mine, and
eventually in the imaginations of
many others. In those poems I was
seeing, though I could not then have
said so, the virtue that William Carlos
Williams attributed to the work of
Poe: a “scrupulous originality, not
‘originality’ in the bastard sense,
but in its legitimate sense of solidity
which goes back to the ground:’ a
“burst through to expressions of a reawakened genius of place.

Wendell
Berry
“There are no sacred
and unsacred places,
there are only sacred and
desecrated places”

In another chapter in Imagination in
Place, Berry reflects on the work of
poet Hayden Carruth. Here he refers
to the “genius of place.” He invites
us to look for the genius of any place,
to see its unique qualities, to see its
intimate aspects. In this way, we
open ourselves to the spirituality of
the place and when we do, not only
are we changed, we create potential
for others to be changed through us.
Denise Levertov, a neighbour and
poetry lover, shared a carbon copy
of some of Carruth’s poems. At that
time, Berry had been working in New
York for two years:
There I was with a good job in the
great cultural center, getting to know
P
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other writers, attending literary
events, visiting the museums, in
general having a good time – and was
I going to turn my back on all that to
return to, of all places, Kentucky? . . .
I did not, in truth, know what I was
doing. I was returning to Kentucky
merely because I wanted to.
…
I don’t think I could have said then
why that carbon copy of Hayden’s
poems meant as much to me as it did.
But the poems sank deeply into me,
and they consoled me. By now I can
say why.

…
[Hayden’s poems] told me, at a time
when I greatly needed to hear it, that
one writer [or teacher, nurse, truck
driver …] may do life sustaining work
in a place that, to others, would be
“nowhere”.

Those poems, in addition to the much
else they were, clearly did not come
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