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Introduction 

The aim of this study is to explore the ways young people, from diverse countries and 

cultural backgrounds, experience and express spirituality in their lives. I conducted in-depth, 

one-on-one interviews with five young people, ages 17-20, from five different countries, to 

investigate the various kinds of spiritual experiences young people have as well as to document 

any learnings or insights that developed from such experiences. Since I was interested in 

exploring the spiritual experiences of adolescents both within and outside of religious contexts, I 

relied largely on research (Hart, 2003, 2004, 2006; Kessler, 2000) that suggests that the spiritual 

experiences of young people are connected, if not inherent, to several interrelated dimensions 

and states, including experiences of awe, wonder, mystery and feelings of interconnectedness. 

By working with these definitions, I hoped to be able to include youth voices in the expression of 

spirituality that may have previously been overlooked. Through this inquiry, my intention is to 

contribute to the documentation of adolescent spiritual capacities and experiences in an effort to 

work towards a more inclusive and representative understanding of spirituality, as well as 

consider the significant role spiritual experiences can have in the development and learning of 

young people. 

Background and Significance 

As a health and wellness educator working at an international boarding school for the 

past ten years, I have come to understand the importance of making room for and attending to the 

spiritual lives of young people as part of their education, well-being and development. 

Interacting and working with over a thousand students from nearly two hundred countries this 

past decade has led me to discover the rich and varied ways young people develop and express 

their spiritual selves. Adolescence is a time marked by the need for belonging, identity 
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formation, connection and purpose, all of which are fundamental motivations of the spiritual life 

(Kessler, 2000; Mariano & Damon, 2008; Roehlkepartain, King, Wagener & Benson, 2006). It is 

my experience that adolescents are not only capable of having spiritual experiences, but such 

experiences are quite common, regardless of faith, religious affiliation or cultural tradition.  

At the same time, I have also encountered a deficiency in the capacity of our everyday 

language to describe and explore this dimension of a young person’s life as well as provide a 

suitable context within which to make sense of spirituality—particularly outside of religious 

domains. I argue that if research can help document and describe the varied and rich inner lives 

of young people then we can begin to deepen and enhance our understanding of adolescent 

spirituality, offering strong implications for how we care for and support young people in their 

learning and well-being. What is more, such an investigation can support the development of a 

more inclusive concept of spirituality, one that doesn’t rely on transcendental imagery or 

religious vocabulary.  

Literature Review  

Spirituality is a nebulous term – one that is prone to multiple, sometimes incompatible, 

interpretations. Markow and Klenke (2005) pointed out that at the time of their research there 

were more than 70 definitions of spirituality in use within contemporary scholarship. For some, 

spirituality can mean the cultivation of a purposeful life, marked by a sense of inner wholeness 

and peace (Alexander & Carr, 2006) while for others it represents something more mystical in 

nature, connected to faith, devotion and transcendental realities that move us beyond the material 

world (Lerner, Alberts, Anderson & Dowling, 2006). Scholars have argued that spirituality is an 

innate capacity of human development (Kessler, 2000; Miller; 2012; Palmer, 1999) while others 

wonder if it is an outcome of religious formation (Boyatzis, 2003). Many claim spirituality is a 
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factor in positive child and youth development (de Souza, Francis, O’Higgins-Norman & Scott, 

2009; Miller, 2015) while some suggest it may be a symptom of abuse or sign of maladjustment 

(Wagener & Malony, 2006). Certain scholars still link spirituality to brain and physiological 

development (Alexander & Carr, 2006; Miller, 2015) despite evidence that suggests even 

toddlers are capable of spiritual processes (Armstrong, 1985; Hart, 2004). It is clearly a diverse 

and ambiguous area of study; the scientific community has yet to reach consensus on this 

controversial topic of research that stubbornly resists definition (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005).  

To add to the complexity (or, perhaps, as a result of such complexity), spirituality often 

gets left to the domain of religion and religiosity (de Souza, Francis, O’Higgins-Norman & Scott, 

2009), rather than be seen as a distinct area of study within academia. In the dozens of articles I 

reviewed on adolescence and spirituality, only a handful decoupled spiritual development from 

religious development and many still considered spirituality a subset of religiosity or equivalent 

to religious development (e.g., Benson, 2004; Boyatzis, 2003; Bridges & Moore, 2002; Cobb, 

McClintock & Miller, 2016). The bulk of the research on spirituality, particularly with young 

people, is still focused on talk about God or other religious concepts (Hart, 2004; Hay & Nye, 

1998; King & Benson, 2006; Scott, 2003), thereby suggesting and reinforcing the notion that one 

needs to have sufficient religious exposure or knowledge in order to engage with and 

contextualize the spiritual. And while this may be the norm in academia, it is certainly not 

consistent with contemporary social trends (Astin et. al., 2005; Bibby, 2006; Bridges & Moore, 

2002; James & Ward, 2019; Lipka & Gecewicz, 2017).  

According to recent research, growing numbers of young people identify as having an 

interest in spirituality while the numbers for participation and attendance in traditional religious 

institutions is in decline (Astin et. al., 2005; Bibby, 2006; Bridges & Moore, 2002; “One in five 
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Americans are spiritual”, 2017; “Young adults around the world are less religious”, 2018). Based 

on the data collected from The Project Teen Canada, Bibby (2006) found that 60% of the young 

people surveyed viewed spirituality as important and nearly half indicated that they had spiritual 

needs. At the same time, only 8% identified as being religious but not spiritual (Bibby, 2006). In 

a study based on 112,232 freshmen in 236 colleges and universities in the United States, Astin et 

al. (2005) reported that 80% of respondents expressed an interest in spirituality and 48%, 

admitted that it was “essential” that school help support their personal expression of spirituality 

(p. 8). Most recently, the Pew Research Center, in their report entitled “Young adults are less 

religious around the world” (2018) suggested that young adults are more likely to be religiously 

unaffiliated than ever before despite their growing interest in spirituality. Based on this data, it is 

reasonable to suggest that spirituality is an important dimension of a young person’s life, outside 

of religious contexts and constructs.  

So why does academia continue to rely on religious vocabulary to express what may or 

may not necessarily be religious in nature? Indeed, the ineffable quality of the spiritual means we 

inevitably beggar the experience to words like God or supernatural, reducing a wide range of 

spiritual capacities and experiences to a few words. Hay & Nye (1998; 2006) suggest that there 

is a deficit with regards to spiritual vocabulary, particularly for children and adolescents. And in 

the absence of non-religious language a young person’s spiritual experience can often go 

unrecognized in a secular context, or worse, be seen as immature, as evidence of maladjustment 

or even as a sign of pathology (Benson, 2004; Hart, 2004). So how can we talk about spirituality 

in such a way that allows for more voices to participate in the discussion? How do we open up 

the conversation to include more varied experiences in order to develop and enrich our 

understanding of the diverse ways spirituality can potentially manifest for young people? 
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To aid in this discussion, the research conducted by child psychologist Hart (2003, 2004, 

2005) and educator Kessler (2000) can provide insight. Hart developed a nonexclusive 

understanding of spirituality and spiritual experiences in his qualitative study of nearly 500 

American undergraduate students. Hart (2004) discovered a widespread occurrence of spiritual 

experiences that were organized around the interrelated states of awe, wonder, wondering, 

relational spirituality (interconnectedness) and wisdom. These capacities appeared repeatedly in 

his case material and point to ways of being-in-the-world that might provide a more multifaceted 

understanding of how spirituality can unfold for young people, without needing to rely on 

particular worldviews or religious constructs. Educator and researcher Kessler (2000) talks about 

honoring and creating space for the expression of adolescent spirituality through “mystery 

questions” (p. 11), an invitation for young people to ponder and articulate the mysteries and 

unknowns of their life, themselves and each other. By bringing attention to the “mystery” rather 

than just the “spiritual”, Kessler (2000) was able to hear from a variety of students about their 

inner lives. In her studies, she discovered that most students struggle with questions of a spiritual 

nature and have spiritual capacities and experiences that, unfortunately, end up unheard and thus 

un-supported by many adults in their lives. By using vocabulary like “the mystery”, or including 

the experiences of awe, wonder, interconnectedness, we can talk about spirituality without 

needing to resolve the ongoing definitional challenges or the long-standing issues that have 

arisen from its association with religion, while still bringing attention to a subject matter that 

merits study. 

Hart (2003, 2004, 2005) and Kessler (2000) are but two scholars in the field who have 

worked to document and highlight the importance of spirituality for young people. The study of 

youth spirituality and spiritual development is a burgeoning field (Boyatzis, 2012). Over the last 
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two decades, the topic of adolescent spirituality has gained both public and academic attention 

and has become an area of more central concern and research in the fields of child development, 

education, and health (de Souza, Francis, O’Higgins-Norman & Scott, 2009; Miller, 2015; 

Roehlkepartain, King, Wagener, & Benson, 2006). There is a growing appreciation for the 

significance of spirituality on the positive development of young people (e.g., Benson, 

Roehlkepartain & Scales, 2010; Bosacki, 2001; Hart, 2004; Hay & Nye, 1998; James & Ward 

2019; King & Benson, 2006; King, Clardy & Ramos, 2013; Koenig, King & Carson, 2012; 

Miller, 2015; Scott, 2003). Adolescent spiritual capacities and spirituality have been linked to 

positive identity formation (Templeton & Eccles, 2006; Warren, Lerner & Phelps, 2012), healthy 

moral orientations (Alexander & Carr, 2009), reduction of risk behaviors (Blakeney & Blakeney, 

2006), increase in resiliency (Crawford, Wright, & Masten, 2006; Kim & Esquivel, 2011) and 

positive physical health (Oman & Thoresen, 2006). 

Although the literature demonstrates a growing body of research on spirituality and 

spiritual development (King & Roeser, 2009; Oser, Scarlett, & Bucher, 2006; Roehlkepartain, et 

al., 2006), there remains little empirical research on the nature of adolescent spirituality (Abo-

Zena & Midgette, 2019; King, Clardy & Ramos, 2013). The topic is largely understudied (Abo-

Zena & Midgette, 2019) and remains on the sidelines of academic research (Benson, 2004). 

Scholars still often see spirituality as an extracurricular activity, chosen by some but ignored by 

others (King & Benson, 2006), and so it has carried little theoretical importance. What is more, 

much less is known scientifically about adolescent spiritual development and spiritual 

experiences in other cultures and traditions (Boyatzis, 2003; Bridges & Moore, 2002; Hart, 

2004). Much of the extant research has utilized samples of self-identified Christians in 

conventional North American and European settings (Benson, 2004; Hart, 2004). And even still 



Running head: STORIES OF THE SPIRITUAL 

9 

there is a paucity of research and documentation on the actual lived spiritual experiences of 

youth, with little research quoting the direct experiences of young people (Ratcliffe & Nye, 

2006).  

Thus, there is much to be gained by investigating and documenting the ways young 

people from a variety of backgrounds engage with and express spirituality and spiritual 

experiences, both within and outside of religious contexts and constructs. By including youth 

voices that may have previously been excluded, research can not only help to contribute to a 

more representative understanding of young peoples’ varied spiritual experiences but also enrich 

our conceptualization and perception of the spiritual, arriving at more everyday, here-and-now 

appreciation of spirituality. 

Methodology 

This study followed the intentions of phenomenological as well as autoethnographic 

research. Since the overarching goal of my research is to develop rich and textured descriptions 

of the spiritual experiences of each participant, I was initially drawn to the qualitative 

methodological approach of phenomenology. Phenomenological inquiry aims to make sense of 

the world as it is experienced, describing the richness of experience rather than attempting to 

explain or offer theoretical understandings (Husserl, 1970). Phenomenology pays particular 

attention to the “lived experience” of an individual, a term that points to a phenomenon that “one 

experiences for oneself” (Burch, 1990, p. 132). Considering the nature of my explorations, 

phenomenology has been a suitable methodological choice because it grounds research in the 

actual experience of the participants themselves (Bennet, 2014). Most significantly, the 

ontological and epistemological frameworks of phenomenology emphasize the importance of the 

participants’ lived-experience as central to the knowledge-making process.  
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In addition to developing rich descriptions of the participants’ experiences and stories, it 

became necessary for me to also include myself and my experience in the research. The project 

unexpectedly became a meaningful and powerful occasion for my own reflection and 

contemplation, and rather than try to artificially create distance I found it much more valuable to 

deliberately, yet carefully, incorporate my own thoughts and feelings. As such, I have relied on 

the methodological approach of autoethnography. Autoethnography positions the researcher’s 

self within the research, rather than outside of it, and recognizes the influence subjectivity and 

emotionality have at all stages of the research process (Ellis 2007). As Ellis (2007) describes it, 

autoethnographic research involves a kind of “back-and-forth movement between experiencing 

and examining a vulnerable self” (p. 14) in an effort to more honestly research and describe 

people’s experiences and lives. By employing the two methodologies, I hoped to address the 

need for both scientific rigor and subjectivity within my research, working to balance validity 

and reliability alongside sensitivity and authenticity.  

Research Setting 

I chose to work with students between the ages of 17 and 20 who were, at the time of 

research, residing in the small community of Lester B. Pearson United World College. Pearson 

College is an International Baccalaureate school located on Pedder Bay, Vancouver Island. It is a 

culturally and socially diverse community, with 200 students from over 100 countries who both 

study and live together, guided by the school’s mission to use education as a force for peace and 

sustainability. I chose this particular population because it is the community in which I work as a 

health and wellness educator and as the coordinator of the Applied Mindfulness and Social 

Emotional Learning Program.  
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I recruited participants through word-of-mouth invitations, serendipitous referrals, and 

snowball sampling (see Hart, 2006; Naderifar, Goli & Ghaljaie, 2017). The organizing principle 

of this approach was to work with students from a group that had already been identified as 

interested, potentially informative and comfortable with the subject matter.  

Ethical Considerations 

 All stages of my research were guided and approved by the Research Ethics Policy of 

Royal Roads University. In addition, I also sought permission from the Deputy Head and Vice 

President of Education of Pearson College. Since I lived and worked in the community in which 

I conducted research, I took extra care to attend to issues of power imbalance, participant 

vulnerability, participant burden, as well as potential risks and benefits to each student. Informed 

consent became an on-going process and I took deliberate action, from recruitment to analysis, to 

employ safe practices to protect participants’ privacy and confidentiality.   

Data Collection 

I conducted in-depth, one-on-one interviews that were approximately 45-60 minutes in 

length. I chose to meet with each student face-to-face, rather than over the phone or online. 

Because spirituality and spiritual experiences are so challenging to describe, so non-conceptual 

in nature, face-to-face interviews allowed me to pay attention to both the verbal and the non-

verbal elements of each conversation. Additionally, one-on-one interviews afforded me the 

opportunity to build an atmosphere of trust, ease and safety – qualities that were of paramount 

importance to the research process, since spirituality can often be a sensitive, sometimes taboo 

topic. Each interview took place outside in a quiet and remote location overlooking Pedder Bay, 

on the campus grounds of Pearson College in Victoria, BC. All interviews were audio recorded 

with participants’ permission, including loco parentis permission when necessary. Upon 
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completion of each interview, I also wrote down immediate notes and reflections that stood out 

for me during the interview.  

As for the interview process, I followed a semi-structured format. Each interview was 

guided by a few standard questions to elicit open responses and help prompt and stimulate, but 

not entirely direct, the conversation. These questions included: Do you consider yourself to be a 

spiritual person? Did you grow up in a religious tradition? Have you ever had experiences of 

awe, wonder or mystery? Have you ever had experiences that you would consider spiritual in 

nature? What kinds of learnings, if any, developed from these experiences? I made every effort 

to inspire free discussion around these questions, letting the respondents answer in a free-flow 

manner, with limited interruptions. Such a structure allowed me and the interviewees to address 

what was important in relation to the research while also staying sensitive and attentive to the 

needs of each developing conversation. In this way, the interviewees could be equally active in 

the research and in the knowledge-making process of what spirituality and spiritual experiences 

are for a young person.  

Data Analysis 

Each recorded interview was repeatedly reviewed and fully transcribed. The 

transcriptions were combined with my own journaling, in the form of notes and reflections that 

were written immediately after each interview. Journaling became an equally important step 

alongside the interviews because it allowed me to focus on both the data in the interviews as well 

as insights, feelings and experiences that were emerging for me within the study. Introspective 

journaling not only helped me record my own experience but also helped me identify my own 

biases and challenges that may have impacted how I interpreted and made sense of the data. 

Becoming aware of my own positionality allowed me to engage with each interviewee and the 
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data with as much freshness and newness as I could. However, rather than rely solely on the 

transcriptions and journaling for data analysis, I found it more useful, even necessary, in the 

writing process to listen, again and again, to each interview. In this way I was able to be 

immersed in the data while writing – in the sound, memories, thoughts and feelings of each 

interview. Each time I listened to a recording, I would write, relying on emotional recall as well 

as my own in-the-moment responses. I would repeat this process again and again until I had 

combed through the entire interview.  

Throughout this process, I have worked hard to stay true to the aims of phenomenology, 

offering a detailed account of each participant's lived-experience. As I am most interested in 

documenting the richness and variety of each experience, I have focused on descriptive, rather 

than thematic, analysis. I intentionally have avoided making generalizations or concluding 

statements about spirituality or the nature of spiritual experiences as I do not wish to shape 

personal and irregular experiences into round, thematic theories for the sake of tidy research.  

Since the interviews naturally unfolded to become dyadic and reflexive, I have also felt it 

necessary to actively incorporate my own voice into the research. As such, I have employed an 

autoethnographic style alongside the phenomenological approach in order to add context and 

texture to the larger story. In my final writing, I have chosen to weave the two experiences – that 

of the participant and that of myself – together, incorporating my experience and reflection 

openly into the research process. In this way I have been able to consider the significant impact 

the research had not only for my academic learning but in my personal life as well.  

By utilizing an autoethnographic and phenomenological approach, I sought to produce 

evocative and aesthetic descriptions of another’s experiences that were engaging, emotionally 

rich, and relevant to my own lived experience. My hope has been to write each interview as a 
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story, inviting readers into the narrative, paying particular attention to the thoughts, emotions and 

actions that made up the experience (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011). Through the use of 

conversation and story-telling, I have aimed to make the research accessible as well as create the 

possibility for readers to have their own personal and reflective experience, allowing the research 

to contribute to their lives as well. My hope for the project is that it’s not only academically 

relevant and rigorous but also helps stir the heart, making room for something of the spirit within 

the pages of scholarship.  

Concluding Section 

Although I am hesitant to make large generalizations or claims about the nature of 

spiritual experiences of young people, I do think it is valuable to summarize a few key learnings 

and insights that have emerged during the research process. First, each student interviewed, 

regardless of cultural background or religious tradition, had experiences of and encounters with 

awe, wonder and/or mystery. Such experiences were surprisingly common and easily identified 

among my five interviewees. No two descriptions were the same and each student had their own 

unique way of connecting with and describing their experiences. For some, these experiences 

happened in the presence of the natural world while for others they happened in the middle of the 

urban landscape. For the majority it came with feelings of deep appreciation, joy and reverence 

although occasionally it was accompanied by fear, confusion, even despair. Above all, however, 

these moments all served as catalysts for deeper questioning and meaning-making processes 

about the self, others and the world.  

Although each participant described the power and prevalence of awe, wonder and 

mystery in their lives, not all of them associated these experiences with spirituality or described 

them as spiritual in nature. This may be an issue of semantics or it may suggest that the term 
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“spiritual” has become an inappropriate or somewhat outdated label. It is clear that at least the 

young people I interviewed are actively engaged and interacting with the spiritual dimension of 

their lives; they just aren’t necessarily calling it that and neither are the adults around them. And 

yet, without an appropriate identifier, these experiences are in danger of being unrecognized, 

potentially discounted and ultimately unsupported. So while the term “spiritual” may be too 

antiquated or potentially incongruent with our current worldview, the experiences themselves are 

present, powerful and in need of exploration. This research suggests that it may be worthwhile to 

consider an alternative descriptor to spirituality, one that focuses on the personal, everyday 

nature of spirituality as well as the meaningful, non-rational experiences that can manifest for 

each of us, particularly in the forms of awe, wonder and mystery.  

Throughout the interview process, I not only discovered the value and significance such 

experiences can have in a young person’s life, but also the power that comes in sharing and 

bearing witness to them.  The interviews became occasions for personal authenticity, heartfelt 

connection and companionship and were wholly rewarding for all of us. Each participant was 

afforded the chance to contemplate and consider their own experiences, what spirituality means 

to them and how they have come to make sense of these experiences within their everyday lives. 

In that process, their stories were elevated and enriched with personal and communal value, 

reinforcing the idea that not only are these experiences important, but so too is creating a context 

in which to talk about them. Upon completion of their interview, each student commented, 

completely unprompted, how happy and grateful they were to talk about their experiences and 

their perspectives. It made me consider just how vital and impactful it is to have the freedom and 

acceptance to talk about and share in these kinds of experiences with others. And rather than 

trying to facilitate such experiences for young people (or others), perhaps it is more significant to 
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create suitable environments that allow for open and honest dialogue in which these stories can 

emerge, encouraging us to consider (and remember) all the ways our lives are already embedded 

in the spiritual, in awe, wonder and mystery.  

I also found the process of conducting interviews, listening to the recorded interviews and 

writing this report to be highly therapeutic. These stages of the research allowed me the 

opportunity to reflect not only on another’s experience but on my own as well and invited me to 

pay attention, again and again, to the presence of awe, wonder and mystery in my life. There 

were times when the simple act of listening to or transcribing the interviews would 

spontaneously evoke feelings of deep appreciation, bringing reverence and delight right into the 

monotony of research. This was wholly unexpected and nourishing, and provided me with a kind 

of balm that helped soothe and brighten my own spirit. 

Above all, however, I discovered that I am overwhelmingly grateful for the chance to 

listen to and give credence to the spiritual experiences of five young people. Working so 

intimately with these others was a gift I will cherish in my heart for years to come. I have been 

lucky to be able to call it research. I hope my work serves to enrich our understanding and our 

respect for young people’s direct and diverse spiritual lives, encouraging us to consider the many 

ways spirituality manifests and to reflect on how we can best support adolescents in their 

spiritual processes and learnings. My hope is that we also learn from their experiences as we 

challenge and shape our own ideas and assumptions about the nature of spirituality.  
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Stories of the Spiritual: A Collection of Interviews of Diverse Youth  

Note to reader: All names have been changed to ensure participants’ privacy and protect 

confidentiality. All quotes were taken from direct communication during the interview process in 

June of 2019. Redundancies of “like”, “um”, and “yeah” have been omitted for readability.   

 

Anant 

I walk the path to meet Anant. I have my recorder, a cup of tea and a notebook and pen 

with me. It is my very first interview and I am hoping to cast an aura of both preparedness and 

relaxation, neither of which I am presently feeling. Of late, I’m much too anxious about the merit 

of my research topic. I feel alone in my interest and I am uncertain as to whether my study even 

belongs in the realm of academia. While I am passionate about the topic, conversations 

concerning spirituality and spiritual experiences don’t feel very practical in the world of 

scholarship and I know I run the risk of coming across as fantastical and possibly even foolish. I 

find myself stumbling when trying to articulate the point of my study to colleagues, peers and 

even myself lately. I am also starting to wonder if in an increasingly secularized world young 

people even identify spirituality as a relevant domain in their lives, let alone come to talk about 

spiritual experiences. I am nervous this will amount to a very expensive endeavour in academic 

and personal embarrassment. Sigh. 

I pause and stop myself for a moment.  

This might be normal.  

Questioning myself might be a mark of honest research, not useless research. Despite its 

unconventionality, the topic continues to be important and connected to me, both personally and 

professionally.  And it’s much too late in the game to change my plan now. Let’s just see what 

happens. I invite my attention to move elsewhere and I try to cultivate an attitude of 

nonjudgmental curiosity. 
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I notice that it is a clear day and the sky feels freshly open in its endless blue. The path I 

am on is uneven and soft, rich in reds and browns. I am amongst large fir trees, big leaf maples, 

twisted arbutus trees and blooming ocean spray. There is a steep downgrade to the right of me 

that leads directly into Pedder Bay. I can smell the salt water and it feels fresh and enlivening. 

Boughs from the fir trees hang so low I have to duck my head and wind around them. I brush 

passed ferns, salal shrubs and grasses. I look ahead and notice Anant is already there, waiting for 

me. A teenager early, very early! I take it as a good sign and smile to myself. I wave to him and 

feel my nervousness turn towards excitement. I pick up my pace. My previous self-doubt and 

skepticism has softened towards playfulness and I can feel myself move towards a spirit of 

inquiry. Anant and I greet each other warmly and find ourselves a seat, side by side, on a wooden 

bench perched on a bluff overlooking the sea of Pedder Bay.  

We are seated just outside the Spiritual Center, the most remote building on campus. The 

noise of school life is muffled and it feels as if we are hidden for a moment, resting in a quiet 

pause from the busy routine of the day. I can hear the playful sounds of seagulls overhead and 

the rush of water meeting rock below. The face of the ocean is bejeweled with light and glistens 

in a hypnotizing display. A large arbutus tree reaches out beyond us, offering a kind of arboreal 

hug to the beauty below. The tall grasses around us move gently in the seabreeze and the early 

Spring light is so impeccable that everything appears brushed with a kind of gold.  

I thank Anant for being here and he chuckles. “Well I hope to do research someday, too, 

so this is good for me.” I begin by telling Anant that I am interested in the spiritual experiences 

of young people. My hypothesis is that young people have these experiences from time to time, 

we just don’t have the vocabulary or context to explore the topic very much. In place of the word 

“spiritual”, I suggest we talk about awe, wonder or mystery and I ask Anant if he has ever had 
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any of these kinds of experiences. I am prepared to offer clarification but he jumps right in 

before I even have time to finish the question.  

With me, it is very mundane things that give me, that make me do that. Like, I woke up  
this morning, I walked out and the sun had risen. But it was only on the other side of the  
water, the other side of the bay. And it was....and I just stopped for a moment and it  

looked so beautiful and I was like, like…  
 

Anant pauses for some time, stammering on the “like” while he searches for the right 

words. He tries again. “You know, I have these momentary things of, like, looking at nature and 

I feel…that somethings are…” Again Anant stops. The words aren’t coming easily for him. I 

smile to myself a little. Twenty two seconds into the interview and we are already short on words 

– the difficulty in trying to describe the ineffable. But I find Anant’s struggle accurate; it feels 

more meaningful and expressive than any words could be.  

Anant tries again.  

I always feel that somethings are inexplicable. And somethings are best...somethings 

are...just inexplicable...and that gives me joy. It gives me a sense of awe. And I like to be 
in awe of things rather than explaining everything. I like to be in awe. And I have 
experiences like this. Like walking and seeing the sun this morning. Seeing something 

that is like… 
 

Again, he pauses, trying to find agreement with a concept that might approach this 

feeling, but he can’t. He leaves his previous thought and starts a new sentence altogether.  

Back home I would be walking and I would see people doing certain things, building  

things, talking, just small things. And I think about it. And it is in the small things and  
there is this appreciation. I can’t explain that joy. It’s like this other sense, of like, this  
beauty. 

 
I like Anant’s description. This other sense. This other beauty. I find familiarity in his 

words and in the emotions that carry them. I recognize what he is pointing to. Anant is 

describing a feeling of awe that is attached to the everyday things of life, nothing transcendental 

or other-worldly, just the very here-and-now: the rising sun, people talking, the work of building 
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things. Awe in the middle of the mundane, elevating the ordinary to the extraordinary. As Anant 

describes these things, I realize that the feelings are arising and moving within me. Maybe I am 

feeling what Anant is trying to articulate? Or maybe just talking about it stirs the heart? I don’t 

know, but I am lifted with appreciation and joy for him, our meeting, the place that holds us; it's 

all being enveloped in a soft brilliance.   

I ask Anant if these experiences happen spontaneously to him or if he intentionally 

cultivates them. He says it is both.  

Sometimes they happen with practice. Like after I meditate. But sometimes, like this  
morning, it was just because I walked out. And I walked out at the right moment. 
Sometimes it is just the right moment; sometimes it is unintentional. And that is where 

spirituality plays. You don’t always have to actively practice it; sometimes if you just 
have it inside of you, it comes back to you. 

 

I ask Anant more about his experiences of awe and whether or not they are dependent upon 

something or someplace. He explains,  

That sense of awe usually happens when I am alone and when I’m outside, mostly in  
nature. In cities, it does not, not with all the concrete structures. We build buildings; we 
don’t build trees. Trees, they have good all on their own. There is a sense of awe about 

that fact. We did not do any of this - having the mountains, watching the snow covered 
mountains, we did not do any of this. And the fresh air; it is a privilege to have this, so 

fresh to breathe. 
 

Anant is 19 years old. He is from India and has been raised Hindu. He is a fully trained 

Brahmin and can speak and read classical Sanskrit fluently. His voice bubbles with a kind of 

excitement and joy and his face is simultaneously boyish and aged, youthful and worn. I don’t 

think I’ve met another teenager like him. I enjoy the ease of our company and I am struck by the 

confidence and maturity in his understandings. I am assuming that for Anant spirituality and 

religion are intertwined and so I ask him about his relationship with the two.  

I have always been very spiritual about things, but after coming here, I guess, and 

experiencing the different sides of spirituality for people, it has brought out different 
things for me, like being in touch with your own self. Everything else is being in touch 
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with everything around you. This is more like inward, and then reflecting that inward 
outwards, rather than just going outwards. And I think that is what I have come to at this 

point. But before coming to Pearson, it was definitely colored by my religion. Hinduism 
is a very old religion and it is imbued with spiritualism. I used to think that other 

religions, other communities were not that spiritual. But coming here, it has changed a 
lot. Now I accept more. I used to think having a religion was a prerequisite to having 
spirituality. But after talking to people who are questioning or don’t believe in religion, I 

see they have a spiritual side. They can mutually coexist, but they don’t need each other 
to be there. 

 
I am curious what Anant means when he uses the term spirituality. I myself use it all the  
 

time but have a hard time defining it.  
 

Being spiritual means to be in touch with yourself. You don’t need a religion to be in  
touch with yourself. It seems very important to be spiritual in today’s world. Sometimes  
we forget to be in touch with ourselves and that is when stress takes over. You are not in  

touch with yourself and you are so focused on presenting this outward image. You forget  
to focus on you. And that is where spirituality comes in. And it gives you more  

appreciation towards everything. Like, being in touch with your own self, your own  
spirit, it gives you an appreciation for everything else. But it is hard. 

 

He pauses for a moment and then starts again.  

You know, I felt it recently because they were doing this talk on climate change. It was 
bleak and it is a very bleak topic. It was a very bleak day. They were talking about how 
the human race is going to end. But then when I think about that, I don’t know if it is 

going to end, we have to put in effort, to save this place that we live in, but it gives me 
hope. That is the aspect of spirituality. Whatever happens, there is still hope. And fighting 

for that hope is the main thing. So that is what inspires me to go for it every day. There is 
always hope. The collective force of human hope will give it that extra push. 

 

I smile. I too need to be reminded, to feel that hope. I also need to have these 

conversations. They too often get sidelined and lost in between the rolling to-do lists and the 

running of errands. They get forgotten amidst the global headlines and looming crises. But I 

really long to know that others are feeling and witnessing the grace of being alive, even amidst 

the confusion and despair. I need to know that others are still enchanted by the world. It brings 

me into a place of joy, connection and meaning and I need that more than ever these days. I am 

smiling because I am flooded with thankfulness for our time together. There is a genuine 
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sweetness in our meeting; right now feels freshly awake with purpose and togetherness, like this 

is exactly where I am meant to be.  

I am curious if there have been any kinds of personal learnings or insights that have 

arisen from these experiences. “Yes,” he says, “much of this”, he gestures towards the external 

world,  

can be explained through science, but there is a point where it can’t. Science can take you 
to one, but to go to zero you need something else. The unknown quantity of zero; it is 

indescribable. And somethings are best left un-described I think. Explaining everything, I 
guess it ruins the beauty. You can try. You just look at things and you appreciate them. 

You can explain most of the things, like it is good to know what is around you, but 
sometimes it is okay to go ahead with the feeling that you don’t know. Knowing how to 
treat cancer is good; it helps you. But knowing why trees exist, why nature is a certain 

way, it’s like, better not to know. Resting in the mystery a little, you know? Enjoying the 
sense that something is beyond you and having comfort in the fact that there is something 

beyond you. 
 
It strikes me as beautifully poignant that Anant mentions his discovery of not-knowing as 

a valuable insight that developed from these experiences. We don’t often equate not-knowing 

with learning, but I have been thinking along similar lines lately and I am finding greater and 

greater value in the humbled position of “I don’t know”. The intellect, in all of its utility, has its 

limits. It is clear to me that Anant is not threatened by not-knowing, in fact I can sense comfort, 

even a kind of love and joy, in his discovery. It is refreshing to feel. As he talks I am reminded of 

a poem by Saint John of the Cross (1574/1991) entitled “Stanzas concerning an ecstasy 

experienced in high contemplation” in which he writes about the power in transcending all 

knowledge, all mental constructs. He writes, “this knowledge in unknowing is so overwhelming 

that wise men disputing can never overthrow it, for their knowledge does not reach to the 

understanding of not understanding” (p. 54). The understanding of not understanding - a 

surrendering into that which is larger than the reaches of our reason. It is a curious and radical 

position to take in a highly rational, intellectualized world.  
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Anant speaks with a kind of embodied maturity and clarity that feels well beyond his 

years and maybe even mine. His mental flexibility is something to be admired. I’m stunned by 

our conversation at this point. There is a vibrant quality to our being together, as if our 

conversation had formed into a perfect shape in the grace and ease of the moment. I feel bright 

and honored and very full having had this meeting. And now I get to call it research. Anant must 

be feeling the same because he suddenly says, “You know, I really like this topic. It is not talked 

about that much in academia. Whenever it is talked about it has a vague sense. But it doesn’t 

have to be so vague and ambiguous.” He laughs for a moment.  

But I guess it is vague though, because it is very personal to people. We in academics  

don’t like things that are very personal to people, it has to be very general, and it has to  
be explained by a small statement. And this is more subjective. The IB (international  

baccalaureate) teaches about religious philosophy, which is good, but...it is like for me,  
and this may be the initial purpose of Hinduism, to connect with spirituality is to give  
people the means to connect with themselves. 

 
I’m with you Anant; I like this topic, too. I can feel a softness and an ease in my heart as a result 

of our time together. I smile at Anant and I tell him I think we have arrived at the end of our 

conversation. He says to me,  

You know, it is really nice to have this conversation. It is really nice to sit and reflect. It 
is like meditation. You just sit down with yourself and it gives you energy to go back. 
Like you block your thoughts for a moment. Most thoughts that come are negative. 

Exams. World is dying. And it is important to acknowledge the negative but to remind 
yourself of the positives left in the world, otherwise you will be drowned out by the 

negatives. 
I turn the recorder off but Anant and I sit together for a minute still, overlooking the bay, 

breathing in the air, feeling the warmth of the midday sun, side by side. 

Tristan 

Tristan is from Vanuatu, a small nation of 80 islands in the South Pacific Ocean. She has 

a wide, radiant smile and tight curly black hair that bounces when she laughs. And when she 

laughs, everyone can hear it. It’s deep and bright and wonderfully infectious. Her voice carries a 
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tone of exuberance and it is enlivening. Her stature is short but strong and she is dressed in all 

black, accented with a pair of bright green shoes. Tristan has been at Pearson for two years and is 

finishing her final exams now. I am flattered she is willing to meet with me in the middle of what 

happens to be one of the most stressful weeks on campus.  

Tristan tells me that she doesn’t identify as either spiritual or religious and that while she 

is excited about the interview she is also unsure. She tells me that her parents were both atheists 

despite having been raised Christians and religion was never something that was part of her 

upbringing. She said she had brief exposure to a Presbyterian church back home with her friends, 

until, as she describes it “things happened, that were like, too contradictory and I was just like 

no. It felt more like a political organization that helped corrupt MPs get voted into power and it 

became a place where fraud could happen.” I tell Tristan that she doesn’t need to identify as 

either spiritual or religious. I am of the opinion that young people still have rich and varied 

spiritual experiences regardless of culture, worldview or religious orientation. And one of the 

ways we can approach the conversation in a more inclusive manner is by talking about awe or 

wonder. I ask Tristan if she has ever had such experiences and she immediately tells me about 

the power of music in her life.  

I think, for me, the first time I ever felt that way about something, it was through music. 
It was when I discovered my love for music. I’m not particularly musical myself, but 

certain artists, certain types of music, they kind of...I dunno...certain songs have the 
ability to make me feel like I am an autonomous being outside of my body. And it’s 
really weird. But that is how I know that this is the kind of music I like because if I listen 

to it, it gives me that feeling of being outside of myself, being larger than myself. I don’t 
know.   

 
She giggles to herself a little. I get it; it isn’t every day that we talk this way to each other. I ask 

Tristan if she has ever tried to make sense of these experiences.  

I don't know. I don't think I've ever been able to even sort of understand it. I think I've 
just always been able to recognize it happening, but I've never been able to actually 
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understand why it happens or how, I don't know. I think usually when it happens, I'm too 
busy sort of enjoying the moment of it all and enjoying being transported. I've never 

really taken the time to understand why music specifically does that to me, because it 
doesn’t make a lot of sense.  

 
I like the way Tristan describes her experience, a moment of feeling transfixed, one that 

elicits deep enjoyment, regardless of reason. I am pleased that although Tristan can’t easily 

explain these experiences, she hasn’t discounted them. In fact, she talks about them easily and 

with a kind of confidence in herself that is comforting and admirable. As I listen to her, I start to 

wonder if these experiences are supposed to ever “make sense” or are they, in a way, meant to 

remain unexplained, non-rational, so as to encourage us to play outside the conceptual 

boundaries of the mind. I had never considered this until now. I myself know such moments can 

often feel foreign and confusing, even come across as foolish to the intellect. To prove their 

worth, I get busy trying to intellectualize them, to bring concepts and order to them, but perhaps 

they aren’t meant to be organized in this way. Perhaps Tristan’s approach of relishing her 

experience, without the need for explanation, is exactly the point and the power of such 

happenings. For in them we find ourselves outside the realm of making sense, outside the realm 

of what is known, and we’re left in rich, creative ground, wondering and adventurously uncertain 

- in the understanding of not-understanding.  

I’m curious if these kinds of feelings and experiences happen to Tristan outside of music 

too. So, I re-ask the question, but I try to use different words to talk about the same thing.  

“And do you sometimes feel stunned by the world around you, like something is so wild 

or big or beautiful or impressive, that it takes your breath away?”  

“Oh yeah!” she exclaims.  

I’ve had that happen to me multiple times when I'm in the water and I'm snorkeling or  
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diving. If I see something new or I see something different, I just freeze. And it's just 
kind of like sitting there, in awe. I remember once seeing this whole big school of 

squid. And I  
thought, well that’s weird because they don't really travel in schools. But there were all  

these baby squid, and I just watched them swim by and I had my camera with me and I  
didn't even think to take a picture. I just sat there and watched. 
 

Tristan’s energy gets louder and quicker as she talks and I can feel her excitement grow. 

It is refreshing to watch another become so enchanted. I don’t hear this tone a lot in my adult 

world. I miss it. The aliveness in her voice is contagious and I catch her enthusiasm. It is a sweet, 

playful feeling and it fills me. I hadn’t realized how much I would feel during these interviews - 

how much I would love listening to young people describe their excitement and passion for life. 

It is a free, untethered joy to know that another is enlivened and mesmerized by being in the 

world.  

Tritan continues. “I think for me it's the intricacies, like in the coral reef especially. I 

love, I love anemones and clownfish and the relationship they have. And I have documented it 

with photographs so many times.” She laughs a full laugh and smiles wide to herself. This 

conversation is awake with joy for her. “It’s cool. They have a mutualistic relationship. The 

clownfish hides in the anemone and the anemone provides protection and then the clownfish 

provides food for the anemone. And so clownfish are really protective of anemones and it's easy 

to take a picture of them.” She laughs again. This is a delight. A teenager in love with clownfish! 

I did not expect this.  

When I ask Tristan to describe the feelings she gets when she sees the clownfish she says,  

I don't know. It's just kind of like awe for what the world has created, in like the 
relationships of things. So beautiful. Like creatures living in harmony and just kind of 
there together. Just kind of that feeling that, I dunno, that feeling of like knowing that you 

exist in the same world as that and you, and you're just like, oh my God. Kind of crazy 
though. Yeah. It sounds super sappy, but that sense of like, um, recognizing the 

interdependence of things and how kinda magical that is. 
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William James (1902/1936) describes a spiritual experience as one that is direct, personal 

and potentially transformative, giving rise to feelings of sacredness, interconnection and insight. 

James believed that such experiences were not dependent upon transcendental ideologies or 

worldviews and would manifest in unique ways for each individual. For Tristan, it appears to 

express itself in clownfish, the reef, the anemone. I find the whole thing magical and I am moved 

by Tristan’s unexpected joy and poetic description. She is so articulate, so detailed and reflective 

of her experience, and it is a privilege to hear her share the details of her love. 

As I listen to her, it becomes clearer to me why I am doing this research, why I am 

present for these kinds of conversations and engaged in this kind of listening and learning. And it 

is a more personal reason than I had expected. Just as in the case of Anant, these interviews are 

providing a kind of spiritual nourishment for me. My heart gets wide and full as I listen and I feel 

a rising natural wonder and joy at the gift of being human, together. It is a refreshing perspective 

and a much welcomed one. There aren’t many places where I get the chance to feel this, let alone 

the permission to linger here, in the company of another. It is something very sweet. 

Tristan continues, her excitement still growing in her voice, her hands and arms moving 

more quickly, her body more upright. She brings up her love for underwater photography. “I 

have a lot of, I'm such a nerd, but I have like, I have thousands of photos of this one reef.” I 

interrupt her. “I get it! I have a thousand photos of this one wildflower!” We laugh together, 

delighting in our shared quirkiness. What a joy this interview has become! Tristan continues,  

Yeah, on the water, the reflections of light create these patterns. And it's never the same. 

It's constantly new, under the water. When the light rays shine through. Actually, wait, I 
have a really nice picture that I'm going to show you and it's where the rays are hitting the 
clownfish lying on the top of the anemone, but the rays created this rainbow ripple. It’s 

really pretty. Hang on. 
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Tristan pulls out her phone and searches through her photographs. There are hundreds. 

All of clownfish. She finds the one. “I think that's, yeah, that's it there.” She shows me and it is 

stunning. The refraction of sunlight casts a spectacular pattern and in the middle is a small 

orange and white fish spotlit by a rainbow. The water is dark and offers an exquisite contrast. 

“Oh my God.” I say. “It’s beautiful. Wow.” It is an impeccable moment in time held forever in 

place and stored away on her phone. I’m thrilled by it. “See” she says, “the secret of the wave”. I 

chuckle. I am going to use that expression more often. The secret of the wave. She continues,  

I don't know what the word is...it's like you're enchanted and you can't say anything. Like 
you're stunned. Astonishment. That's the word. Yeah. Just a sort of wonder and oh my 
God, I can just sit and watch a fish and look at the way it moves in the way that it has 

evolved to be able to live in an anemone. Like it has mucus that surrounds it, that is 
specific to live in the anemone. How can it do that? It's just kinda, it's just so cool. I don't 

know, I just like to be able to look at the photo of that feeling that I have of astonishment. 
Feel that astonishment again and let it hit me again. 

 

I like letting astonishment hit me too. 

Seeing her photograph has reminded me of a special moment in the woods that happens 

only occasionally, when all the circumstances of light and wind and time are just right. “You 

know,” I tell her “that same kind of light show, when you look up in the water and the light 

comes down, it happens in the forest.” She jumps in. “With the trees! Oh my God, yes! I get that 

all the time. I totally know what you are talking about. I get that so many times walking to the 

marina. There is a straight path...” I know just the path she is talking about it. In a forest that 

stretches for miles, with dozens of trails, I know just the tiny path she is talking about, because I 

too have stood there watching the exact same phenomenon. “And you just sit in the middle. It’s 

just all trees and you look up and it’s just like, oh my God.” She gasps, mimicking the feeling of 

“oh my God”. We both laugh. We are exuberant at this point. On the point of tears. What a thing, 

to know that someone else has witnessed the same exquisite display of beauty and has been 
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equally enraptured by it. We delight in our shared joy, laughing and clapping. Our wave of 

laughter grows; we don’t even try to contain it. In that fullness, I feel so light, so joyful. She is 

wiping tears from her face.  

Our rush of joy starts to settle and we find ourselves growing quiet, catching our breath. 

She says, “I feel like we just had a moment.” “Yeah,” I say, “I feel like we did too.” We 

sit for some time together. It’s juicy. I love it. 

Although Tristan told me she doesn’t identify as a spiritual person, I wonder how she 

defines the term. She says “Ooh, I don't know. I think spirituality for me or like, how I would 

define it is probably having a special relationship with the world around you.” I smile. I think 

this might be one of my most favorite definitions and not one that I have heard expressed before. 

Entering into a relationship of specialness with the world seems like a very worthwhile endeavor. 

And one that does not cast spirit off as other-worldly or transcendent, as something larger-than-

human, but that anchors spirit day by day in the lived and the discovered, in the meeting place 

between self and world. I start to wonder what our educational systems would look like if one of 

our pedagogical aims were to nurture a “special relationship with the world”.  

I ask Tristan if there were expressions or opportunities of this kind of spirituality for her 

back home.  

Yeah, definitely. Like through the custom dances we have at home. They're all about the 
land and they're all performed barefoot and you're supposed to shake the ground and let it 
know that you're there. My favorite one is from an island that's just south of where I am 

from, where my dad's from and it's, it's called the Taka dance. The men are in the middle 
and are clapping and they have to stomp on the ground with one foot and they're singing 

and the women are in a circle around them and they're just, you just like jump on the dirt. 
And I've been in really, really big groups of it happening. And you just feel the earth, like 
rumble, and crack under you and it's just, it's one of my favorite things to do. It's a very 

unifying thing. Those dances in particular are very unifying and it brings everyone 
together. Like if you're at an event and a Taka dance is happening, or a custom dance, 

watching everyone run on and just know what to do and how to do it and just dancing all 
together. It's really moving.  
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My romantic assumption is that concepts and expressions of spirituality are very much 

alive in the Vanuatu culture, but I am operating off of stereotypes. I sheepishly admit this to 

Tristan and she laughs.  

No. I mean there is definitely a kind of teaching for appreciation of the land, but there's 
not really an emphasis put on the spiritual aspect of the land or the environment. It's just 

kind of like, this is your land. You need to nurture it and take care of it, keep it going for 
the family. But they don't talk about the spiritual aspects of anything unless you're talking 
about God or the Holy Spirit. 

 
I ask Tristan how it feels to talk about these kinds of things with peers or other adults.  

I don't know if I've ever talked about spirituality with anyone before. This is probably the 
first conversation I think I've ever had. Sorry! Which is kind of sad because I think it is 

something that is important to acknowledge for a teenager. Especially when trying to 
figure out what to do in your life. And I think, I think spirituality could definitely be, if 

it's talked about more often, could be more of an anchor for some people, like more of a 
home base. Like I can go to this and just feel grounded in something. Like some sort of 
compass. But no, I don't think I've ever talked about it. It's only like, it's kind of like 

you're asking me all these questions and I'm like, oh my God, I don't think I've ever asked 
that to myself before. And it feels a little awkward. Well, like a tiny bit. But it’s okay 

though.  
I feel slightly shocked to hear that this is the first time Tristan has ever discussed 

spirituality and these kinds of experiences with another. They seem like such an evident and 

alive part of her life. It reinforces for me the idea that we are seriously lacking vocabulary, 

context and theory that appreciates the significance of such experiences for young people, if not 

for all of us. Tristan hasn’t mentioned the word God or religion or even spirit. She isn’t talking 

about anything esoteric or out-of-this-world; she is talking about personal and direct experiences 

of communion and appreciation for the world around her. Isn’t this education too?  

Tristan turns the conversation to me. “What would you say are your moments of awe?” 

“Me?” I’m a little hesitant. I wasn’t planning on entering the interview in this way, but I am so 

delighted with the natural movement of our conversation that I trust our detour will be 

worthwhile. “Oh, I have, I have them all the time and they can be for little things. Like one time, 
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I mean this is kind of absurd, but it was a saltshaker, like literally a saltshaker. The sunlight was 

hitting it...” She laughs and joins in “And it was all sparkly? I love it!”  

Exactly. And in it I saw the ocean and the sun and the air and where it came from  
and how it sits on my table and I started crying because it felt beautiful, so  
overwhelmingly generous. The gifts of life are so exquisite. And then, you know, when  

that hits you, when that power of reverence hits you, then you see everything in  
your life, you can see a kind of excellence and perfection everywhere, even in the 

saltshaker. 
 

“I actually really fully understand that” she tells me. “I think that happens for me when I 

have my favorite song on. I'll just look at everything and I'm like, oh my God, everything is so 

perfect, just so perfect. And so aesthetic, like so aesthetic.”  

She stays with her questioning. “Did you ever get these kinds of feelings as a teenager 

and realize that they were spiritual?” I’m touched she’s asking me. I too don’t think I have ever 

had the chance to articulate this to another.  

No, I didn't know what they were. I remember this one time I was standing in the rain as 

a teenager. Just outside my house. I can even remember the way the rain felt on my skin. 
Everything was so soft and fresh. I watched the rain fall and I was standing next to a big 
tree. And I just wanted to hug it. I know, right? I’m a dork! I got this huge feeling inside 

and it took over. And I cried out of appreciation and awe but also out of sadness because 
I couldn't quite discern what was going on. I didn't talk to anybody about it because, I 

don’t know, I think I thought something was wrong with me. Even as a little kid I can 
remember hiding behind my mom's chair at the beach; we lived right by the beach. We'd 
go down to the beach and I have these very vivid memories where she would be resting 

in her chair, you know, one of those like beach chairs and she'd be reading and I'd hide 
behind the beach chair that provided a kind of shelter from the wind. I'd rest there and I'd 

hear the ocean and I’d play with the warm sand and everything would just be perfect. It 
would be full of perfection. And it was like, just ease that would take over the body and a 
kind of magic that would come to the moment. I remember, I just remember those 

moments really clearly and those would happen a lot, but I never understood what was 
going on. I never talked about them and I’ve never really shared them. And now I can 

look back and I wonder, oh, was that a kind of awareness of the preciousness of things, 
without being able to articulate it with spiritual or religious words? 
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Tristan responds, “I think it’s hard because we don’t talk about it, ever. So no one really 

knows what’s going on. But it feels good to talk about it. I’m really thankful to talk about it with 

you China, so, thank you.”  

“Oh, no, thank you Tristan. I feel so light. I feel so much joy in my heart.”   

Yeah. I know what you mean. I feel so enlightened, like a door has opened in my mind 

and it's just kind of like, girl, we are figuring this out! I figured out all this stuff; I figured 
out why I like photography, what I actually like about it. And what that feeling is, when I 
listen to music. Oh my God, bet money I had a spiritual moment when we had this 

conversation. Like all of this was just a spiritual awakening and I was just like, whoa. 
 

I’m full belly laughing. Whoa indeed. I tell her “I feel like we need more of this with 

each other. We need more of this beauty with each other.” 

Tristan and I sit together silently for a while. Listening and looking, sensing and 

perceiving. Sharing in what feels like a lot of goodness. Time moves slowly and softly. She 

comments quietly, “I love that red bark over there, on the Arbutus tree. Underneath it is so 

smooth; it's so beautiful.  

“Isn’t it?” I say. “I've taken some exquisite pictures of the Arbutus.” We both laugh. “It 

looks like a painting. Like an impressionist painting. I'll send it to you. Most other trees are very 

straight or at least more direct. But the Arbutus is more meandering. like this one here. Always 

turning and shedding as it grows. 

“Yeah, that one's so pretty. And then it reaches out to the water. It’s perfectly beautiful.”  

Elena 

Elena begins the interview by immediately telling me that she is not religious, “in the 

normal sense. Like, I’m not Christian or Muslim, nothing of the sort. My parents are baptized but 

that’s because of my grandma. But my parents...we’ve never gone to church for Easter or 
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anything like that. We don’t follow it. But my parents have never spoken against religion or good 

about it. It’s been neutral. But, I don’t believe in God.” 

Elena is from Bulgaria. She is 19 years old, tall and wiry, with wild curly hair that is 

dark, with highlights of blonde and blue. She is highly philosophical and quick with her thinking. 

She talks with little pauses and each sentence is densely packed with insight and information. 

She has the capacity to move from idea to idea, a kind of intellectual acrobatics, leaving the 

listener in a state of suspense and slight disorientation. I have to work hard to keep up. 

When I ask Elena about experiences of awe or wonder, she tells me a story about the 

eighth grade. She was supposed to visit the nurse at the beginning of the school year but she 

never found time for it. A whole week had passed and every day she was reminded to visit the 

nurse. At the end of the week, she had a hard fall and hurt her head, and as she describes it, it 

was “super bizarre”.  

I was in the hallway and it was very narrow. There was a door open and on the same line 
that the door followed, there was a person right next to this column, the pillar of the 
building. And there was a friend behind me that was walking that wanted to touch my 

hair and it was a joke and I was shaking my head and I was like, no, no, no, no, no. So, I 
lost balance and I tripped into that person that was holding the door and then, because I 

tripped over that person, I hit the pillar. I hit it with my head, right on the corner. Which 
is like the least likely thing to happen. It's super...like the percentage that that would 
happen. And then, I had a Cinderella moment, they put me in their hands and they ran 

with me down the stairs to see the nurse because my head was bleeding, and it could be 
serious, I could have a concussion. So they literally carried me on their hands to the 

nurse. And I did see the nurse and I just laughed. 
 
I’m amused by her story. I don’t entirely understand how it relates to the question of awe 

and wonder until she explains more. “It’s like sometimes there is a choreography, one thing leads 

to another and another. And there is a magic in that. A kind of poetic narrative in the background 

of things. I am in awe of that.”  
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Elena didn’t write her experience off as just a strange coincidence. She found meaning 

and elegance in it. I’m touched by it. With each interview I am realizing more and more that 

what can be identified as a spiritual experience varies tremendously from individual to 

individual. And yet, each student finds a way to make meaning from it, to find beauty in it, and 

to identify with it as something special in their lives. The experiences themselves offer a kind of 

nourishment for personal reflection and learning. 

When I ask Elena if she can point to other experiences of awe or wonder she exclaims,  

Well, there's definitely mystery! I have no clue why we're here. And, and it's...I 
remember I was in this teenage existential angst. I was sitting at the dinner table and my 
dad was there and I was like, who am I? I don't know who I am. I'm so sad! I'm so lost! I 

don't know who I am. And my dad just laughed at me. And I was like, excuse me, that is 
so rude. And he just laughed. And he said to me, ‘I don't know who I am either. I create 

myself every day.’ And it sort of shocked me. But I think it’s true. You never know who 
you are. It's not something you can pinpoint to and when you do, then something is going 
wrong because I think you're constantly changing. 

 
Elena’s maturity and development is striking. It isn’t easy to entertain such a radical and 

paradoxical idea. It wasn’t until my mid-30s that I began to seriously question the idea of a fixed, 

permanent self. Elena is 19. There is a depth to her thinking that surprises me, that feels more-

than ordinary or, as I am finding out in these interviews, certainly more than expected and much 

more than we give young people credit for. She continues,  

Like I obviously don't know what is the purpose of me being here. And I have been 

asking myself that a lot, but I think the answer can be very simple. Well, the purpose of 
life is to live it, I guess. So I think in that sense my spirituality are these questions. I don't 
think even if science gives us an explanation of why we're here that it will satisfy. Like I, 

I don't think there has to be a point to life. Like the squirrel, I don't know if it thinks about 
why it's there, but I know it knows to gather food and to hang out with other squirrels. 

We question so much that the question becomes a problem...cause I've done that before. 
I'm like, oh, agghh!, I really don't know why we're here, like there's no point! Where am 
I? Who am I? Where do I come from? But just because you can’t answer it doesn't mean 

that you're nothing and that you come from nowhere and like this is nothing. And so 
spirituality, sometimes it's like learning to live well despite not knowing these answers. 

Learning to find peace and happiness in it. 
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How did Elena arrive at such a graceful and eloquent conclusion? Would I have at that 

age? Have I yet? Such philosophical ponderings seem to be right at the heart of Elena’s 

experience of being in the world. Her spirituality, as she expressed, is held in the act of 

questioning, of wondering, keeping her in vivid dialogue with the mystery of life. I wonder if 

Elena has always been this way.  

“Were you like this as a child?” I ask her. 

Definitely. Like I remember even when I was a child, I was asking the same questions. I 
remember I had like, I think all children have that moment when they realize they're 

going to die one day and that their parents are going to die one day. It's like, I think I was, 
for a solid week, I was very depressed that my parents were going to die and I was going 
to die. And realizing that life is not permanent and that I can play with my toys, but then 

there's a day when my parents won't be there. They won’t be there to tell me not to put 
things in my nose. So that's big. It's insane. It really is. And I remember still being like, 

well, they'll be dead, but that's okay. And I think that is spiritual, just on its own. So 
definitely, yes, like ever since I was six years old.  
 

Elena not only came to the wild recognition of impermanence and death, she also arrived 

at the place “but that’s okay”. As an educator, this strikes me as a profound discovery and a 

significant reconciliation in the psyche of the child. It is a tremendous insight and one that 

requires an ability to sit right in the middle of the paradox of things. Elena has been puzzling 

over the same fundamental questions that philosophy, religion, even science have attempted to 

address for centuries - who are we, why are we here, what is all this? Such questions do not have 

easy answers, maybe no answers at all. They are questions without end. But they are wholly 

worthwhile for it is in the questioning itself that the questioner strives towards something of the 

sacred, the exquisitely meaningful. 

I want to do dozens more interviews. These are huge topics and ideas that rarely, if ever, 

get time in the classroom. But they are clearly important to young people. I am finding our 

conversations exhilarating, colorfully textured and highly educative. Each interviewee has 
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possessed such a rich inner life and all of them have been so different. And what is most 

unexpected is that the interviews themselves are offering me the very experiences of awe and 

wonder and reverence that I am researching. The conversations themselves act as a reminder, 

pointing back to the sacredness of things.  

I’m curious how Elena came to these discoveries. I ask her, “Was this taught to you? Or 

do you think you learned this on your own?”  

Yeah, I think so. I think I learned it from a succession of lessons. Like I know I've made a 
lot of mistakes. I remember specifically breaking a little cup and it was glass and it was 

really valuable. And I was like, I don't want to tell anyone, but I felt awful that I lied. So 
then I guess I learned that lesson. And I guess spirituality for me is a succession of 
lessons that are more transcendental than, oh, I shouldn't pay with a credit card. They're 

more about, okay, well if I want to be loving, how do I love? And if I want to be happy, 
then how do I be happy?  

 
Good questions. How do I love? How do I become happy?  

I pause for sometime.  

Elena continues talking but I am still thinking about what she just said. What if these 

kinds of spiritual wonderings could serve as a guiding structure for a young person’s educational 

experience? What if they were permitted to act as foundational questions rather than peripheral? 

Elena’s reflections conjure up a memory for me, when I was a student in middle school. We 

were discussing the scientific method and exploring the different steps involved in 

experimentation. After we reviewed the process of asking a question, making observations, 

creating and testing a hypothesis, I raised my hand and said, “Well, what about love?” The 

teacher responded, “What do you mean?” I said, “Well, if these steps are what we use to find our 

answers then why don’t we think about love and what is the most loving thing to do? Why isn’t 

that included? That also seems important.” She chuckled but gave no answer and carried on with 
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the lesson. It might have seemed like a silly, “unscientific” question at the time, but I wonder 

now what would have happened if I had been given permission to explore that question further.  

I turn back to Elena. “Do you think there is room for this? Do you find in your 

educational experience that this dimension of yourself is nourished or that it's respected?” 

In my education? No, not at all. I think the educational system is established for people to 

be against each other because you compare, you have values to compare. And those 
numerical values are there to serve as comparison, you against other people. Yeah. And I 
think that definitely doesn't develop our common thinking and common morality, our 

common being.  
 

What would that education look like, one that develops and supports our common being? 

And how, as an educator, do I make room for and help support these kinds of ponderings? Elena 

has given me a lot to consider.  

I realize we are getting close to the end of our interview. Elena’s stories and 

contemplations have stimulated lots of thoughts and considerations for me. I feel as if we have 

traversed a wide and adventurous landscape sitting here together. We both thank the other for 

what has become a very precious meeting. Before I turn off the recorder I ask her if there is 

anything else she wants to mention, if there are other experiences or learnings she wants to talk 

about.  

No, I...I just think spirituality manifests in different ways for me. I think it manifests 
everyday. I think it’s a daily thing. It’s about being aware, I guess, of yourself. Yeah, and 

in relation to others. And then I guess in relation to where we’re all going. I think 
spirituality is definitely about making, trying to make sense of the world and like trying 
to have peace and trying to be better people. You're trying to make sense of the world and 

yourself. Trying to be at peace with the world. Trying to accept the world. 
 

Nasha 

Nasha was born and raised in Nigeria and has always identified as Muslim. I ask her how 

she is doing and she tells me she is fasting for the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, a thirty day 

period where Muslims abstain from food and drink from dawn to dusk. I’m quite surprised to 



Running head: STORIES OF THE SPIRITUAL 

38 

hear this as now just might be the most significant and critical time period for Nasha’s academic 

performance. Over the next few weeks, she will prepare for and write her final IB exams, the 

scores of which will be sent to her university who will then use them to assess acceptance and 

financial aid assistance. I can’t imagine the stress fasting must have on her mind and body, 

affecting her overall energy, concentration and mood. I admire Nasha’s commitment to her faith 

despite all of this; it surely isn’t a popular choice and can’t be easy.   

I ask Nasha about experiences of awe and wonder. Her response is not what I expected.  

Well I think I could say, this might sound odd, but coming to Pearson was that kind of 
experience. Not feeling like I belonged, that I’m not enough in comparison to others was 
so strong for me and it was so terrible. I just couldn’t, I couldn’t pinpoint what was 

wrong and it brought me so low. To the point where I would look at myself and I didn’t 
like what I saw. I’ve never been that low. I cried, crying myself to sleep constantly. I 

would feel so terrible. That made me like, so low, and I prayed and I prayed, but it didn’t 
work. It made me question my faith. I didn’t know who I was. Like, who am I in 
comparison to all these people? I didn’t know…It made question everything. Like is this 

right or wrong? Is there anything out there? I felt so helpless. 
 

Nasha is describing a profound experience that left her completely disoriented and 

confused about her place in the world, one that challenged her worldview so much it brought up 

some of the most fundamental questions. But I don’t know if this is awe. Is this a spiritual 

experience? Or maybe just not one I was hoping to hear. It all feels like semantics at this point. I 

am not entirely sure where this is going but I trust what is coming up for her must be valuable to 

the research. I don’t interrupt. 

You know, we're all so similar, like inside we all have hearts and intestines and whatever. 

But, we're all so different and I find that makes me really wonder. When someone told 
me that, oh they don't like it when someone touches their nails, I was like what? That's so 

random. And so I wonder, why am I this way and why is that person that way? Like, 
really, why am I this way? And the fact that at Pearson, because they bring us from all 
over the world, it makes me look, makes me notice the differences even more. It makes 

me realize that in Nigeria I'm in such a bubble, ‘cause like it's just Nigerians. I mean this 
is the first place I have ever met so many white people! Beth is my first white friend! So 

yeah, just interacting with and seeing different people made me see parts of myself that I 
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had never seen before. So that also made me wonder, like what else am I? Would another 
experience make me different, make me see another part of myself? 

 
Nasha’s account is important and it gives me a lot to consider. Awe is a confrontation 

with the vastness of life and it can come in many forms (Keltner & Haidt, 2010). It does not have 

to be an experience of overwhelming beauty or greatness, of exquisiteness or splendor. It can be 

threatening and terrifying. Awe can be the massive hurricane that levels everything we thought 

we built, reminding us of our humble place in the order of things. Such an encounter can lead us 

to a place of deep self-diminishment and intellectual confusion because the experience does not 

match our current mental schema of things (Keltner & Haidt, 2010). Nasha’s experience is 

definitely one of awe, I just hadn’t anticipated it to look like this. I think I assumed the Divine 

would always look pretty. But Nasha has been left with profound questions and periods of 

despair. I am glad her experience has been incorporated into my research. The others found a 

kind of freedom in the position of “I don’t know” but fear, anguish even painful hurt is part of it 

too.  

Nasha talks more about her period of disorientation.  

Coming here was when I found out about LGBTQ people. Back home they're so 
stigmatized, it's like a terrible thing. But everybody, everybody back home is like, oh my 
God, I reject that happening to anybody in my family - they have a disease, things like 

that. That's what I came here thinking! But then a lot of my friends here, people I have 
gotten so close to are part of the LGBTQ community. But in my religion it is not allowed. 

So I'm like, why would God turn against his own people? Why? Because there's nothing 
different about them. It made me really question my religion and made me realize I'm not 
going to accept everything in my religion. You know, but like praying five times a day 

and fasting, I will do it because I believe in sacrificing for and giving thanks to him for 
waking me up every day. So I guess it made me better understand my spirituality and my 

reason for practicing my religion.  
 

Nasha says that she can’t separate herself from her religion. It is so much a part of her 

identity that she doesn’t know where she ends and her religion begins. She describes that it is her 
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spirituality, her own personal relationship with her religion, that helps her make sense of what 

she can and will practice.  

 When I was born I would see my mom pray, I would see my dad pray, so I would 
start praying. But something I really appreciated about my parents was that they never 
forced it on me. That's why I don't cover my hair because my mom said, okay, when 

you're ready, you do it. And if you are never ready, that's you. This is your religion, 
you’re taking your religion for yourself.  

 
My sense is that Nasha’s family is on the progressive side of the spectrum in Nigeria, but 

I don’t know. They were clearly okay with sending their daughter off for two years to attend a 

very liberal school off the west coast of Canada. And she won’t be back to Nigeria for some 

time, as she plans to attend college in the United States. I imagine her parents knew, on some 

level, that she would be exposed to differences of all kinds - moral, cultural, political, religious. I 

wonder if Nasha’s fluid understanding of her religion is in part because of her parent’s open 

mindedness and greater degree of acceptance. 

She continues, “But I became Muslim by choice, not by chance. I remember when I 

chose to become Muslim. I made the choice. You know, it’s very hard to believe that there is a 

God in the first place. Right. So, you can’t explain it to someone who just doesn't get it. It's so 

difficult. You can't explain it. Yeah. It has to be felt. You have to experience it.” 

I am curious if there is an actual experience of God for Nasha or a process of discovery to 

God. She tells me, 

You know, the soil, the earth, the mountains, the trees, how did it all get here? Why is 

there anything here at all? And like why don’t I die in my sleep? I believe there is a 
higher being. That is spirituality to me - believing in something outside of myself. My 

religion is my practice of worshipping. Like that's all he's asking for. He's done all this 
for us and that's all he's asking for. I don't know, I don't know if you could call it selfless 
but I understood it as selfless. He has done so much for us and this is the one thing he's 

asking for. 
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God isn’t an easy topic anymore. The word itself feels a bit scandalous, like somehow we 

aren’t permitted to bring it up in public anymore. But, to be honest, I am relieved to hear Nasha 

use the word so freely. I may not have the same relationship with the same kind of God that she 

does, but I can feel a warmth in my heart as she talks about devotion, worship and praise. These 

aren’t practices we generally bring up in secular educational settings but they have a place in the 

development of meaningful lives. 

I ask her how it feels to talk about these things with peers or adults. She says,  

 Well, it's easy to talk about it with my friends because they're all kind of in that 
stage of discovery and they're just all wondering and eye-opened up about everything. 
But speaking about it back home, it's not really a thing because they've made their minds 

up. Questioning it, it's not really, it's just like shut down. Like no, God wanted it that way. 
So that’s how it is going to be. So, back home, if you talk about this more, they belittle it, 

they belittle your wonders and your questionings. They are just like, ok, yeah you are 
young, you are still figuring it out, but we adults, we know it all, like we understand 
everything, we got the whole religion thing figured out. 

 
Nasha and I laugh together. If there is one thing I have learned in these interviews it is 

definitely not that adults have everything figured out. The wonderings and the questionings of 

young people are so important, so critical, not only for their development but, perhaps, even my 

own. Their puzzlements and ponderings help me re-engage with the mystery, help me remember 

the magic and wonder and awesomeness and confusion of being alive.  

Anna 

Anna is from Alberta, Canada. She graduated from Pearson College last year and is in her 

first year at McGill University, studying economics. She happens to be visiting the school while 

I am conducting interviews. I explain my research to her one day and while I had no intention of 

interviewing alumni, she expresses interest and tells me she wants to participate in the research. I 

still have one last interview to conduct. I take it as a serendipitous encounter and break from my 

original plan. We schedule a time to sit down over tea one morning to have an interview.   
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Anna tells me that she did not grow up religious. Her parents were atheists and church 

was never part of family life, but, she tells me, she still interacts with spirituality in her own way.  

It's kind of like wonder for how I fit in the world. I think I just, I became much more 
curious about that while I was at Pearson and I felt like I was able to have conversations 
or reflections or write about spirituality and spiritual questions in a way that I haven't as 

much since and definitely did not before. Yeah. Yeah. And that it was valued. And I think 
that knowing that people come to Pearson with very different thoughts on those things 

and raised in different societies or with different families that cultivate [spirituality] 
differently or don't cultivate it, it also just helped to feel like there was less of a wrong 
way to engage or less of a wrong way to question and wonder. Whereas now I feel like at 

McGill it's just so crazily academically intense that it sort of feels impractical. Yeah. 
Why waste your time on it when you should be studying for Calculus? 

 
My heart breaks. Waste your time? Granted, calculus has its place but, as I am learning in 

these interviews, in no way does it take precedence over the questionings and discoveries of the 

soul. At least, I don’t want it to.    

Anna continues, “And I definitely miss it. Or like, I mean that's a weird thing to say, but I 

think, like even when I was reading my journals at my time at Pearson it was reflected in my 

writing that I was having, I was sort of thinking in a more spiritual way.”  

I ask her to clarify what she means by a more “spiritual way”.  

I think, I mean...I guess like, maybe in contrast, less just so sort of focused on really 
tangible, practical matters of my life, but more with a curiosity and exploration of myself 
and the way that I fit in the world and the way that things exist sort of independently of 

me or not. And at Pearson I felt so much more like a piece of a greater sort of thing that’s 
happening. You know, there are these larger things that I'm not really aware of, different 

cycles or things happening that affect my life, but sometimes I can kind of tune into it 
more. That I'm like being sort of pulled in one direction and I'm going through this sort of 
period and it's part of this and I’m sort of trying to understand that and also sort of trying 

to reconcile those things that I can’t understand. And it really, I think it helps me feel less 
like inside of my own head in a way, like less sort of like I only have myself to blame for 

things. Less of an isolated individual that is fully responsible. If that makes sense. 
 
As Anna talks, I am reminded of when Elena described the poetic narrative that was in 

the background of her life, a soft choreography that led her from one thing to another. It sounds 

like Anna is describing something similar - a kind of larger cycle that pushes and pulls her from 
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one happening to the next. She says it brings her comfort, helps her feel like there is something 

more than just her moving her life, her decisions.  

Anna is an extraordinarily thoughtful and articulate young woman. She takes time to 

consider each question, pausing and resting between words. It makes our conversation slow and 

sweet and I relish the spaces of silences that punctuate our talking. I enjoy watching the care she 

takes as she transforms the subtle energy of thinking into precise and deliberate speech, almost 

like a potter shaping clay into form. I let her move from one thought and feeling to the next 

without interruption. I can see the interview is offering her a chance to reflect and articulate 

things that she has yet to fully do for herself.  

I feel like the thing I want to say about awe and if I can just use a word maybe to describe 

it, there is like a speechlessness to the experience. It's not just that my breath is being 
taken away or something, but that also I'm aware that there is something present that I 
couldn't possibly put into words. It's not just me failing to come up with them but that 

like words couldn't do it justice either. And definitely that feeling of feeling very small or 
like a very small piece of things, but not in a negative, not in an unfortunate way. Just in a 

feeling that I'm really at peace with that or even happy about that. And I've wondered, 
like over the summer when I was working in Canmore and I was in the mountains and I 
would just spend so much time sitting with my feet in the icy glacier river and looking 

around at the mountains and just reflecting about things. I felt so connected. And then 
that made me wonder if I need to be in nature to be in that sort of head space more or 

like, why should I have to be? How can I find it without looking at the natural world 
around me? What sort of nature do we consider to be in awe of? Like why were the first 
15 national parks or whatever all mountains and why do mountains have this sort of like 

divine beauty to them? Like why do we not find that elsewhere? Why is that nature and 
not what is inside of Montreal or something? And so that sort of made me think about 

where we draw the lines of nature. It is constructed and a bit arbitrary and so maybe I 
shouldn't need that to have those experiences even if they seem to come easier in that 
space. 

 
I appreciate Anna’s struggle to find awe and beauty everywhere. Her reflections remind 

me of the Chassidic story of the Rabbi’s son who would go out into the woods every afternoon 

after school. The son would sneak off for hours, returning late and without explanation of his 

time. His family grew worried and one day his father decides to ask his son “Why do you go out 
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into the forest every day?”  The boy answers “I go to be with God.” His father responds kindly, 

“But don’t you know that God is the same everywhere?” “I know,” said the boy, “but I’m not.” 

While awe and wonder might be ever-present, it is much more pronounced and accessible for 

many of us in the natural landscape. It is what in Irish Celtic lore they call the “thin places” - 

where God feels a little nearer, Spirit a little closer. But, as Anna wondered, is it possible to carry 

these attitudes and mind states over to the paved streets too? I am surprised by what she says 

next.  

But it's interesting because while I definitely feel that easily in the mountains, I also 
remember feeling that very strongly for the first time when I went to a really big city, 
when I went to New York City with my family and just being like, wow, I feel so small. 

But I didn't, like, it wasn't a negative feeling at all. Even in that dirty, loud industrial kind 
of place I was really in awe when I went there. And really happy, filled with a sort of 

wonder. I was like, I'm just this tiny girl and I'm 13 and this whole world is here. And 
that was wonderful. But I haven't found that very much in Montreal. 
 

She sighs a little. Pauses for some time and then picks up again. 

 But it’s so very hard to talk about because it is an experience, a relational 
experience. And it's, it’s not just a feeling like an emotion, it's like, it's something our 

language doesn't point to. It's probably why we don't talk about it. And I've wondered, 
since I've been in Montreal and I've really felt that kind of missing from my life. I've had 

thoughts that have come to my mind - was Pearson the place where I will feel the most 
spiritual? Where I will have those experiences the most? And there is some part of me, 
maybe like the rational, that rationalizes and says no, you can't, don't think that that's the 

case. You have your whole life ahead of you. That's probably not, that's probably not 
true. But I think I've yet to find somewhere that honors that, that honors that in the same 

way as Pearson. In contrast, if anything, it wants to stamp it out of us.   
 

I can sense a weariness in her voice, tiredness in her heart. I hear a longing in her that is 

hoping to find expression but with no place to land. She continues,  

 And I think it's absolutely not unique to Pearson to have those sorts of 
experiences. And it's easy for that to be in a pile of reasons that I could really sort of 

romanticize my time here. But I think it will always maybe be the place that I first was 
really exploring, any sort of, any of it. But definitely, it's not the only place where I can 

do that. Because the exploration was internal and it's just the context that allowed for it. 
Yeah. And there were some friends that I felt I could sort of talk to and we could, um, 
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like I felt some understanding between us having these experiences. Yeah. So it's not 
inherent to being at Pearson, I don't think, but there was space for it. 

 
I’m glad Anna has become part of my research unexpectedly. Her perspective is not what 

I anticipated and her voice is important in the conversation around education, spirituality and 

young people. Pearson is not offering much intentional space for students to explore these topics, 

but it sounds like, at least in her case, that it does offer a kind of opportunity and nourishing 

context in which she, and her peers, were permitted to reflect upon and engage with awe, wonder 

and mystery. Despite its absence in our IB curriculum, students can still find ways to stay in 

dialogue with the spiritual dimension of their lives, to keep it alive in their day to day. 

 But I worry a bit about just being very like indoctrinated into the really sort of 
mathematical, analytical way of thinking now. That exists a lot in economics, that exists a 

lot in academic universities, like spaces, especially in the sciences. I just feel so much 
more like that way of thinking is really valued in a big academic institution. I feel myself 
thinking more and more that way because that is the way I'm being taught to look at 

problems that are on my exams or whatever. And I think there's value in seeing the world 
that way when it is for a certain purpose and it helps give answers to certain sorts of 

questions. Like economics is fascinating to me. So there's some part of my brain that 
likes that too, but I think yeah, that seems to be coming at the cost of, at the cost of 
another way of sort of seeing the world. Another way of like looking at my thoughts and 

my place and everything. So I'm really, I'm really hoping over the summer to have space 
away from like an academic, basically academics for the most part. And to just think 

about other things, look at the world in other ways and step back from how intensely I'm 
inside of that sphere during the school year. There definitely has been...I think more than 
ever, I've had really wonderful experiences of intellectually questioning the world and my 

place in it, but it isn't quite the same as feeling it, you know? 
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