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IMPORTANT CONSIDERATION

• Disclaimer: The following slides include quotes and information taken from Elizabeth
Kolbert’s book, Under a White Sky: The Nature of Future. They also include contemplative
practices, such as beholding, meditation, visualization, storytelling, movement, etc. These
practices may be comfortable and helpful for some people and not for others. Individuals
should choose whether these practices are right for them and not be forced into practices.
• Accommodation: Some of the practices involve looking at images, listening to sounds, or
walking. Choose practices that work for students and make accommodations for students
who need them. For example, turn on subtitles and describe images verbally. Such
accommodations are essential for some students and often benefit all students. If you’re
struggling to find the right accommodation, please send an email, and we can brainstorm,
and contact relevant programs together: apucino@ccbcmd.edu.

DEFINING CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE

• Defining Contemplative Practice:
• What are contemplative practices? Contemplative practices may include meditation, breath
work, visualization, beholding, journaling, storytelling, contemplative art, deep listening,
volunteering, yoga, contemplative walking, creating spiritual spaces, and more.
• What is the objective of contemplative practice? The objective of contemplative practice
is “cultivating focus, attention, introspection, compassion, and creativity” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p.
11), and they allow us to “learn from our own unique, personal experiences” (CMIND, 2021).
• More About Contemplative Practice:
• Contemplative Practice Library Research Guide: https://libraryguides.ccbcmd.edu/contemplative

THE WHEN AND WHY OF CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE
• What are the Benefits of Contemplative Practice?
• Practices help students get into the mode of class, enhance self-awareness, and develop appreciation for social
connectedness across differences (Song & Muschert, 2014);
• Practices assist with problem solving and building connections with each other and the community (Barbezat & Bush,
2014; Zarjonc, 2014)
• Practices can help relieve stress and anxiety (Liss et al., 2020; Siegel, 2011).
• Contemplative practices help faculty center themselves ahead of or during class time, helping them better choose
reactions in the classroom (Baugher, 2014), thus leading to a more transformative space.
• When Should Contemplative Practice be used?
• These practices can be used at the beginning of class for a “moment of contemplation” or a “moment of
mindfulness”.
• These practices could be used during CBC events as icebreakers, reflections, breaks, etc.
• Practices can be used in face to face and remote environments. This is backed by other research which reveals that
contemplative practices can be effectively incorporated in online mediums of personal, professional, and educational
sectors (see Kirk & Axelsen, 2020; Palalas et al., 2020; Simmons & Redman, 2018).

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE: BEHOLDING
Beholding:
• This practice involves looking at still or moving images or words.
• Students are encouraged to ask themselves,“What do I see?” “What do I
experience?” “What is this quote saying to me?” ”What is this image showing
me?”
• Beholding is less about intellectualizing. Students might at first even be
discouraged from “research, consulting secondary sources, Googling… so they
could hear their own voices” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p. 150).
• Students can be asked to choose a word that stands out to them or a piece of
the image that connects with an experience they have had.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE: FREEWRITING

Freewriting:
• Freewriting allows students to write freely about a topic, question, or idea without
judgement.
• “It is a simple practice.You begin writing and write continuously for a set period of
time, often ten to fifteen minutes. The pen should be constantly moving, with no pause
to correct spelling, grammar, or punctuation” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p.133).
• After the freewriting session is complete, students can be asked to volunteer to share
their freewrite. Students should not be forced to share or turn in freewrites for grades.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE: LISTENING

Deep Listening
• Students may listen to sounds in the room, sounds of nature, music, a piece of
the lecture, their own minds, each other, and many other things.
• They seek to suspend judgement of what is being said in order to be sure to
take in what is being said. They may ask clarifying questions, repeat back what
they have heard, or describe what they have heard.
• When listening, students take note of their own thoughts and emotions while
maintaining focus on what they are listening too.
• This practices “trains them to pay full attention to the sound of the words,
while abandoning such habits as planning their next statement or interrupting
the speaker It is attentive rather than reactive.” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p. 138).

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE: VISUALIZING

Visualizing
• Students bring to mind an image or an idea.
• Students recognize how this image or idea makes them feel.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE: MEDITATING

Meditating
• Mindful meditation involves awareness of what you are sensing and feeling in
the moment without judgement.
• Some people like to have a focal point for their meditations, such as focusing on
their breathing.
• Meditation is not about having a blank mind. That is impossible, actually! But it is
about being aware of what is taking place and returning focus back to the focal
point.
• Meditation can be done in stillness or with movement. Some people enjoy
walking meditation. During walking meditation, the focal point will often be the
feet.

IT’S LOOKING BLEAK.
PRACTICES RELATED TO
ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS AND GRIEF

BE H O LD I N G Q UOT E :
C A R BO N D I OXI D E
A ND A B AT H T UB

• “Declining emissions and rising atmospheric
concentrations point to a stubborn fact about
carbon dioxide: once it’s in the air, it stays there.
How long, exactly, is a complicated question; for all
intents and purposes, though, CO2 emissions are
cumulative. The comparison that’s often made is to a
bathtub. So long as the tap is running, a stoppered
tub will continue to fill. Turn the tap down, and the
tub will still keep filling, just more slowly” (Kolbert,
2021).
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for
instruction on Beholding.

BEHOLDING: LOUISIANA
AND A FOOTBALL FIELD
• “Since the 1930s, Louisiana has shrunk by
more than two thousand square miles…
Every hour and a half, Louisiana sheds
another football field’s worth of land”
(Kolbert, 2021).
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding”
for instruction on Beholding.

BEHOLDING QUOTE: FOLLOW UP FROM
PREVIOUS DISCUSSION ON LOUISIANA
LOSING LAND
• “And so a new round of public works projects is under way. If control
is the problem, then, by the logic of the Anthropocene, still more
control must be the solution” (Kolbert, 2021).
• Do you agree? As climate change takes hold, is more control the
solution? What is the solution?
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for instruction on
Beholding.

PRACTICE
RAIN: ACKNOWLEDGING ANXIETY/STRESS
RAIN: Recognize, Allow, Investigate, Nurture.
When experiencing a situation or an emotion: What’s it like to RECOGNIZE that experience
and how it’s making you feel?
What’s it like to ALLOW it to be what it is for a minute, without having to do anything but sit
with it?
What’s it like to INVESTIGATE what’s taking place, by asking yourself “How am I relating to this
situation or emotion?”
What’s it like to NURTURE yourself, recognizing that feelings and situations arise and we deserve
to experience compassion?
*Text Application: This could be applied to “climate grief” or the sense of loss and anxiety
related to the impact of climate change.

PRACTICE: STOPPING

Sometimes grief - climate grief included - can
feel overwhelming. Sometimes we may need
to stop for a bit. What would it be like to stop
and peacefully pay attention to your breath? If
the emotion is too overwhelming, we can
take a walk and focus on our steps.

*Note: see “Contemplative Practice:
Meditation” for instruction on meditating.

PRACTICE: BEHOLDING
COMPOST METAPHOR
Lessons from nature may help us grapple with the concerns we have about the
world. As Thich Nhat Hahn describes:
“Sorrow, fear, and depression are like a kind of garbage. But these bits of garbage
are part of real life, and we must look deeply into their nature. We can practice
so as to turn these bits of garbage into flowers. We should not throw anything
out. All we have to do is learn the art of composting, of transforming our
garbage into flowers." ~Nhat Hanh, 2012, p. 109
*Note, practice pulled from the 2021-2022 CBC selection and applied to
themes of Kolbert’s book. Also, see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for
instruction on Beholding.

PRACTICES ABOUT NATURE

P R AC T I C E
B E H O L D I N G Q U OT E :
RIVERS

• “Rivers can signify destiny, or coming into
knowledge or that which one would rather not
know” (Kolbert, 2021 p. 3)
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for
instruction on Beholding.

PRACTICE
CONTEMPLATING CORAL SPAWNING
• Watch this PBS Nature clip, called “Witness as Massive
Coral Spawning”:
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eO_2JJynlOA
• Notice:
• What stands out in terms of visuals/images?
• What stands out in terms of what you hear?
• What stands out in terms of the message?

PRACTICE:
FREEWRITE

What has nature given to you?
What will you give to nature?

*Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Freewriting”
for instruction on Freewriting.

PRACTICE: BREATHING IN THE PRESENT
Use this breathing bubble to
focus on your breath.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
9tOJZQhO_Uw
After the practice, consider what
does this practice have to do with
the environment? What does your
breathing have to do with nature?
How are you and your breath part
of nature?

PRACTICE: BELLY
BREATHING

• Place your hand on your belly.
Breathe in and notice the belly rise.
Breathe out and notice the belly
fall.
• Consider the other life on earth
breathing at the same time you are
breathing. What is the smallest
organism you can imagine that is
breathing right now? What is the
largest organism you can imagine
that is breathing right now?

FREEWRITE: THE
MOST
SPECTACULAR
PLACE
• Regarding the Great Barrier Reef,
Kolbert (2021) describes, ”If there’s a
more spectacular place on earth-– or
collection of places– I am unaware of
it” (p. 104).
• Freewrite about the most spectacular
place on earth that you have seen.
What does it look like? What does it
smell like? What does it sound like?
What does it taste like? What does it
feel like?
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice:
Freewriting” for instruction on
freewriting.

PRACTICE: LISTENING TO AN ICEBERG

• Consider icebergs: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B03GzC6ohyw
• Consider how they sound:
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6jqTm3TMGvI
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45Y2FLxYK80
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wpdRJ5HSfLQ

• What is nature telling us? What are you hearing?
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Listening” for instruction on listening.

PRACTICES ABOUT THE UNKNOWN,
CONTROL, AND BEING UNABLE TO
CONTROL

BEHOLDING:
QUOTE ABOUT THE UNKNOWN
• “The strongest argument for gene editing cane toads, house mice, and
ship rats is also the simplest: what's the alternative? Rejecting such
technologies as unnatural isn't going to bring nature back. The choice is
not between what is and what was, but between what is and what will
be, which, often enough, is nothing” (Kolbert, 2021).

• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for instruction
on beholding.

PRACTICE: BEHOLDING
CONTROL AND MORE CONTROL
• “Humans are producing no-analog [meaning novel, unprecedented] climates, no-analog
ecosystems, a whole no-analog future. At this point it might be prudent to scale back our
commitments and reduce our impacts. But there are so many of us — as of this writing
nearly eight billion — and we are stepped in so far, return seems impractical.
And so we face a no-analog predicament. If there is to be an answer to the problem of
control, it's going to be more control. Only now what's go to be managed is not a nature
that exists — or is imagined to exist — apart from the human. Instead, the new effort
begins with a planet remade and spirals back on itself — not so much the control of nature
as the control of the control of nature” (Kolbert, 2021, p. 8)

• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for instruction on beholding.

BEHOLDING: ARE WE GOD(S)?

”[In response to the idea] We are not as gods. We're not yet
sentient or intelligent enough to be much of anything." Paul
Kingsnorth, a British writer and activist, has put it this way:
‘we are as gods, but we have failed to get good at it.. We are
Loki, killing the beautiful for fun. We are Saturn, devouring our
children... Sometimes doing nothing is better than doing
something.’” (Kolbert, 2021).
*Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for
instruction on beholding.

PRACTICE:
VISUALIZATION
• Should we change the genome of
the cane toad to control its
population?
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?
time_continue=35&v=aJF_C6c_f
8U&feature=emb_logo
• What are your thoughts about
introducing a virus? Consider the
context of COVID.
• *Note: see “Contemplative
Practice:Visualizing” for
instruction on Visualizing.

FREEWRITE: SHOULD WE REVERSE A
RIVER?
• If we don’t like the way a river flows and we have the
technology to reverse the direction of a river, should we reverse
it?
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Freewriting” for instruction
on Freewriting.

FREE WRITE: WE DID REVERSE A RIVER.
WHAT SHOULD WE DO NEXT?
• Turns out the Chicago River, which was unsanitary, flowed into the main drinking water source
for the folks of Chicago. And so the river was reversed so the dirty water would flow into the
Mississippi River. Doing this created an infestation of carp. So, the Chicago River was
electrified to take care of that problem. This story is discussed by the author, Elizabeth
Kolbert.
• Listen to Elizabeth Kolbert talk about it (3:00): https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politicsfeatures/elizabeth-kolbert-under-a-white-sky-book-1123812/
• So, now there’s another problem with carp fish. Free write: what should we do next?

• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Freewriting” for instruction on freewriting.

BEHOLDING:
IMAGE OF SILVER
C ARP
W H AT DO YO U
N OT I CE ?
W H AT Q UEST IO NS DO
YO U H AV E ?
W H AT WO ULD YO U
DO?
( KO LBERT, 202 1, P.2 2)
”We can control them,” [Carter who owns
a fish market in Springfield] said, “If you can
catch millions and tens of millions of pounds
of them, it’s going to help, and the only way
to do that is to create a demand for them.”
(Kolbert, 2021, p. 27)

PRACTICE: BEHOLDING
AND VISUALIZING PUPFISH

• Watch this clip about pupfish:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=McUgViRo5bU&
t=6s
• Millions of dollars are spent to sustain the life of
pupfish.
• What statement most connects with how you feel:
“save the pupfish” or “kill the pupfish”?
• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” and
“Contemplative Practice:Visualization” for
instructions on these practices.

PRACTICE: SIT WITH THE NATIONAL SEA
SIMULATOR
• Check out the National Sea Simulator of Australia, described by
Kolbert (p. 101)
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M0hDeilxI64
• It’s called “The most advanced aquarium in the world” (p. 101).
• What are your reactions?

PRACTICES ON WHAT DO WE DO
NOW?

BEHOLDING: WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS?
“It's in this context that interventions like assisted evolution and gene
drives and digging millions of trenches to bury billions of trees have to be
assessed. Geoengineering may be 'entirely crazy and quite disconcerting',
but if it could slow the melting of the Greenland ice sheet, or take some
of 'the pain and suffering away', or help prevent no-longer-fully-natural
ecosystems from collapsing, doesn't it have to be considered?” (Kolbert,
2021).

*Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Beholding” for instruction on
beholding.

P R AC T I C E :
CONSIDER THE BLUE SKY
A N D W H I T E S K Y M E TA P H O R S .
D R AW T H E W E AT H E R I N YO U R
HEAD
• Last year’s Community Book, Fear by Thich Nhat Hanh (2012)
encouraged us to consider this blue sky:
•

“Mindfulness practice helps us recognize the presence of the cloud, the fog, and
the storms. But it also helps us recognize the blue sky behind it all. We have
enough intelligence, courage, and stability to help the blue sky reveal itself again”
(Nhat Hanh, 2012, 102)

•

“With a community to walk with us, support us, and always remind us of the blue
sky, we’ll never lose our faith, and our fear dissolves” (p. 103)

• This year’s Community Book, Under a White Sky by Elizabeth
Kolbert, describes that we may not always have a blue sky.
•

“Would be an unprecedented climate for an unprecedented world,

where silver carp glisten under a white sky” (Kolbert, 2021).
• Draw the weather in your head today. Sunny? Cloudy? Rainy? Is
it a blue sky? Is it a white sky?

PRACTICE:
WRITING TO YOUR
CHILD SELF
Free Write: Consider your
child self. What words of
compassion would you offer
that child? What words of
wisdom would you offer that
child?

*Note: see “Contemplative
Practice: Freewriting” for
instruction on Freewriting.

PRACTICE: WRITE
A LETTER TO
FUTURE
CHILDREN
Freewrite: Consider future
children. What do you want
them to know about the
natural environment? What do
you want them to consider
regarding their relationship
with nature? Write a letter to
future children.

*Note: see “Contemplative
Practice: Freewriting” for
instruction on Freewriting.

PRACTICE: VISUALIZATION

• Listen to Elizabeth Kolbert talk about shooting diamonds into the stratosphere:
(latter part of thwe): https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politicsfeatures/elizabeth-kolbert-under-a-white-sky-book-1123812/
• At what point should we go ahead an shoot diamonds into the stratosphere?

• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Visualizing” for instruction on
visualizing.

BEHOLDING: THE ANTHROPOCENE
• What should you know about the anthtropocene?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1RlVnaxTUv4
• What this trailer:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=64&v=ikMlCxzO94&feature=emb_logo
• What do you notice?
• What comes up for you?
• What is the next thing you want to do?

PRACTICE:
DRAWING
• Draw your vision for the future
of human society. Or draw your
vision for the future of our
environment.
• Now draw yourself in that
image.
• What is your role?

PRACTICE: FREE
WRITING
• Freewrite your response:
What is the role of your
community in climate
change?

• *Note: see
“Contemplative Practice:
Freewriting” for
instruction on
Freewriting.

PRACTICE: CONTEMPLATIVE LISTENING
• Ask the person next to you to describe their role in climate change.
• Actively listen, seeking not to judge but just to hear and understand.
Notice how this makes you feel.
• Repeat back to your partner what you heard. Ask your partner for
confirmation that what you heard is what they meant.
• Switch.

• *Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Listening” for instruction
on listening.

PRACTICE: LOVING KINDNESS
MEDITATION
Meditate on your hope for yourself and others. Here is one option:
May we be happy.
May we be safe.
May we know our true purpose.
May we live with ease.
*Note: see “Contemplative Practice: Meditating” for instruction on

meditating.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE RESOURCES
AT CCBC
• The Contemplative Community Circle:
• Community of faculty and staff
• Meets monthly to share contemplative practices
• Shares practices with wider CCBC community, including students, through free
ongoing sessions, conferences, and presentations
• Contact: Dave Hewitt (dhewitt@ccbcmd.edu) & Alyssa Simms-Clark
(asimmsclark@ccbcmd.edu)

• Contemplative Practice Library Research Guide:
https://libraryguides.ccbcmd.edu/contemplative
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