
Practice- The Aromas of Trees – Two aromatic invitations to pay attention 
 
(adapted from Emergence Magazine) 
 
“Aroma is the primary language of trees. They talk with molecules, conspiring 
with one another, beckoning fungi, scolding insects, and whispering to 
microbes. Aroma is also our primal tongue, a direct link to memory and 
emotion, an inheritance from the communicative networks that sustained the 
first animal cells. The receptors in our nasal passages are ready to listen. We 
have over one hundred different olfactory receptors, able to discern at least ten 
thousand odors. The English language is too meager to categorize this 
multiplicity, but our bodies know how to respond. Noses, though, need the help 
of conscious intention to put them in the right place…. 

Every tree offers us a wordless sensory experience, a connection that 
unites human bodies and consciousness to plants’ inner worlds. This 
encounter is reward enough. The particular aroma of a tree also contains 
stories, past and present. Our human aesthetic experience is a doorway to the 
trees’ inner worlds. 

As you smell trees, try both a deep in-drawing of breath through the 
nostrils, then short, sharp sniffs. This changes the rate at which aromatic 
molecules hit your sensory cells: a slow caress or a vigorous rush. The 
combination opens aromatic layers of experience.”  

-David Haskell 
 
Invitation One- The trees at home  
 
Treat your nose to an inventory of the trees in your home. Lift up a cup of 
black tea to your nose. Dig your thumb into an orange peel. Unscrew the 
cinnamon jar. Crack open a book and smell the blend of ink and fibre, a 
sensation rooted in wood of hidden provenance.  Coffee. Dates and olives. 
Pencil shavings. Almond milk. Furniture wood, its odour gagged by varnish. 
Honey, laden with aromatic memories of tree nectar and pollen. Gin. Maple 
syrup. Inhale and remember that we live in the forest, even when this truth is 
hidden from the eye. How many different trees are in your home?  
 
 Invitation Two – The trees in your neighbourhood 
 
Seek out the aromatic expressions of trees around your home. Let your hands 
help. Roll leaves and needles between fingertips. What is the character and 
disposition of each species? Spiky or lush? Reminiscent of grass, or seaweed, 
or spice? Rest your hands on bark, feel its texture, then draw your face close. 
Gently rub. What aromas linger in the crevices of the tree’s surface? Does the 
tree proclaim its inner drama to the world or does it hold its personality close, 
revealing odour only through pruning cuts or insect holes? Which trees arrive 
on the prevailing wind? Turn to the wind and find yourself amidst the trees’ 
breath.   



Practice – Listening to the Language of Birds – Two invitations  
 
(adapted from Emergence Magazine) 
 
“The practice of listening to other species is the original “augmented reality.” In 
opening our minds to the language of species, we experience connection and 
meaning that far transcend anything offered by electronic simulacra. Why so 
deep? Because attending to the tongues of other species is our inheritance, 
bequeathed by a lineage of ancestors extending back hundreds of millions of 
years. Every one of these grandmothers and grandfathers lived in attentive 
relationship with the sounds of other species, the diverse conversation of the 
living Earth. Our ancestors were ecological polylinguists. To listen was to learn 
about food, danger, opportunity, and the subtle nuances of ecological time and 
space, the mastery of which allows all creatures to thrive. To listen was to live 
and to find meaning. Disconnection and inattention invited death. And thus, 
natural selection placed the capacity to hear and understand beyond-human 
languages at the core of our human nature. So when we walk outside today 
and open our ears to the sounds of a sparrow, we reclaim what is ours by 
birth. We connect to meanings that emerge from the deep time of our 
membership in life’s community. Today, in a world beset by ecological crises, 
our survival depends on our attentiveness to the speech of other species. 
Without their voices to guide us, we act in ignorance. This is an improvident 
path for so powerful a species. Hearing bird language, then, is a pleasure that 
can guide us to right action.” 

-David Haskell 
 

 
Invitation One- Sonic Diversity 
 
Revel in the acoustic diversity of bird sounds around your home. Make an 
inventory of the textures, cadences, pitches, and rhythms that you hear in the 
voices of birds. Let go of the need to “identify” species. Use your ears in the way 
a wine taster uses her nose and mouth. Open your senses to the sounds, linger 
in them, compare them, and enjoy their many layers.  
 
Invitation Two – Names 
 
As in human friendship, names help us connect and remember, especially in 
the early days our acquaintance. Give names to the five most common bird 
voices you hear around your home. Then name five more. Make up your own 
taxonomy of voices, invite an experienced bird listener along with you or use 
the Merlin app to find out the names. Not only does naming connect us to the 
birds, but the process also draws people together: “That sound is the song 
sparrow.” “Thank you, I hear it now.”  
 
 



Practice: Lectio Tierra   
 
(adapted from The Gift of Wonder by Christine Aroney-Sine) 
 
“Our daily experience of life, God and God’s world are meant to inspire us with 
awe and wonder. Our failure to notice the miracles around us is a failure of the 
spirit as well as the senses.” – Christine Aroney-Sine 
 
Similar to the practice of lectio divina, lectio tierra, is a practice that helps us 
attune our spirit and senses to the movement and wonder of God through 
creation.  
 
As you wander through the forest, work in your garden, breathe the fragrance 
of lavender, these are all moments in which you can open yourself to the awe 
and wonder of God’s world.  
 
Step 1: “Read Creation”  
 
Like lectio divina, lectio tierra begins with reading. Head into creation with the 
deliberate intention of “reading” where God is present and what God is saying. 
What might God use to catch my eye and draw me closer? Anything that 
catches your attention provides fuel for reflection. Stop, look, and listen, not 
forcing revelation but waiting in the silence for God to nudge you in a direction. 
What story do you discern? How might it speak to you of God?  
 
Step 2: Meditate 
 
Interact with what has captured your attention. Use your senses to discover its 
story. Are you reminded of any scripture passages as you observe? 
 
Step 3: Pray 
 
Reflect on how this moment of observation relates to your own story. Thank 
God for this moment and for God’s creation. Ask God for insight. Pray to God 
for peace and guidance. Let this moment of connection draw you into praise.  
 
Step 4: Contemplation 
 
Pause. Observe that you are not alone. Breathe in and absorb the insights that 
God has given you through this encounter. Receive the love, healing, and grace 
offered from God. Feel at one with God’s world and with others who help you 
move towards God’s wholeness.  



Practice: create a nature mandala or work of ephemeral art  
 
 

This is a good one for children and for the whole family to do together. 
 
Human creativity is one of the ways we connect to the Creator.  We invite you 
to spend some time creating a nature mandala or work of ephemeral art.  
Taking only what you find outside at a location of your choice, craft a circular 
mandala or other small piece of art – with the understanding that this will be 
ephemeral and over time will blow/wash/drift away.  
 
We encourage you to work with what is found and see how you can shape 
these into a creative work of beauty.  
 
Enter into a time of prayer as you do so – offering to God the work of your 
hands, the creativity and the fun playfulness, and giving thanks to God for the 
goodness and beauty of Creation all around.  
 
Example:  
 

 



Practice: write a psalm for your place 
 
The psalms build a bridge between our lives, the life of God, and in the life of 
God’s world.   They give us a language and discourse of praise that orients our 
life back to the God who creates, redeems, and sustains.  How might your 
engagement with your watershed and place change as you begin to regard it 
through this language of praise?   Feel free to do this in written form or include 
other forms of visual media as you are inspired (paint, sketch, photographs, 
etc.)   
 
 

1. Begin by reading Psalm 104 aloud.  Note the movement in the text from 
general praise of God as Creator to celebration of the particular details of 
Creation, as experienced by this writer in the Ancient Near East.  What 
jumps out to you here?  How is God engaged in the world?  What or who 
is included in this litany of thanks/praise?  Are there any surprises?  
What role do human beings play? 

 
2. Consider your own place and watershed.   As you reflect on your 

ecological home, what gives you delight?  How might you celebrate and 
give thanks to God for these things?   Consider both how creatures exist 
on their own and how they provide for our human needs.  Incorporate 
these into your psalm. 

 
3. The psalm ends in what can seem a surprising turn, calling for sinners 

to be wiped frm the earth.  Consider this not as a hasty judgment on ‘bad 
people,’ but rather a kind of holy longing that all which brings Creation 
to ruin would be done away with.  What would this sort of ‘holy longing’ 
look like in your place?  What does ecological justice mean for your 
place?  Incorporate these cries into your psalm. 

 
 
 
(text of psalm 104 on the next page) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Psalm 104  (NRSV) 
 

1 Praise the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, you are very great; you are 
clothed with splendor and majesty.2 He wraps himself in light as with a 
garment; he stretches out the heavens like a tent 3 and lays the beams of his 
upper chambers on their waters. He makes the clouds his chariot and rides on 
the wings of the wind. 4 He makes winds his messengers, flames of fire his 
servants. 5 He set the earth on its foundations; it can never be moved. 6 You 
covered it with the deep as with a garment; the waters stood above the 
mountains. 7 But at your rebuke the waters fled, at the sound of your thunder 
they took to flight; 8 they flowed over the mountains, they went down into the 
valleys, to the place you assigned for them. 9 You set a boundary they cannot 
cross; never again will they cover the earth. 
 10 He makes springs pour water into the ravines; it flows between the 
mountains. 11 They give water to all the beasts of the field; the wild donkeys 
quench their thirst. 12 The birds of the air nest by the waters; they sing among 
the branches. 13 He waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the earth 
is satisfied by the fruit of his work. 14 He makes grass grow for the cattle, and 
plants for man to cultivate - bringing forth food from the earth: 15 wine that 
gladdens the heart of man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains 
his heart. 16 The trees of the LORD are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon 
that he planted. 17 There the birds make their nests; the stork has its home in 
the pine trees. 18 The high mountains belong to the wild goats; the crags are a 
refuge for the coneys. 19 The moon marks off the seasons, and the sun knows 
when to go down. 20 You bring darkness, it becomes night, and all the beasts of 
the forest prowl. 21 The lions roar for their prey and seek their food from 
God. 22 The sun rises, and they steal away; they return and lie down in their 
dens. 23 Then man goes out to his work, to his labor until evening. 
 24 How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the 
earth is full of your creatures. 25 There is the sea, vast and spacious,  teeming 
with creatures beyond number—  living things both large and small. 26 There 
the ships go to and fro,  and the leviathan, which you formed to frolic there. 
 27 These all look to you to give them their food at the proper time. 28 When you 
give it to them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they are satisfied 
with good things. 29 When you hide your face, they are terrified; when you take 
away their breath, they die and return to the dust. 30 When you send your 
Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth. 
 31 May the glory of the LORD endure forever; may the LORD rejoice in his 
works- 32 he who looks at the earth, and it trembles, who touches the 
mountains, and they smoke. 33 I will sing to the LORD all my life; I will sing 
praise to my God as long as I live. 34 May my meditation be pleasing to him, as 
I rejoice in the LORD. 
 35 But may sinners vanish from the earth and the wicked be no more. Praise 
the LORD, O my soul. Praise the LORD. 
 
 



Practice: sit spot/ Annie Dillard and the Intricacy of Creation 
 
You are invited to skim the attached selection from Annie Dillard’s classic text, 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.  And then to spend some time (20 min-1 hour) in a 
favorite place (a sit spot, preferably one that you can easily return to again 
soon!) and let yourself enter into the frame of mind and habit of focused 
attention that Dillard so masterfully demonstrates.   
 

1. Describe the ‘intricacy’ you observe there – you may want to do so in 
writing or in a series of sketches or photographs.  Or just silently offer 
these observations to God.   
 

2. To inform your reflections, consider some of the following: 
a. What did you observe, see, learn about this place at this time? 
b. What questions did this raise for you? 
c. What was familiar and expected, what was new and strange? 
d. How might this practice of observation inform your care for 

creation? 
e. How might this practice of observation inform your faith in 

Creator? 
f. What hinders this kind of careful attention in your daily life? 

 
(Pictured: one of my favourite sit spots.)  
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