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Resources-THE GIFT OF LIFE AND DEATH 
 

WORDS FOR TEACHER REFLECTION 
 
άΧ Mȅ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ aȅǎǘŜǊȅΧǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ƴŜŜŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ 
vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΧhas served as an epiphany...I assimilate the vastness of the distances, the 
impermanence, the fact of it all.  I go all the way out ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŘƻǿƴΧI 
take in the abstractions about forces and symmeǘǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǊŜǎǎ ƳŜΧaȅǎǘŜǊȅ 
generates wonder, and wonder generates awe. The gasp can terrify or the gasp can 
ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘŜΦέ 
Ursula Goodenough, The Sacred depths of Nature 
 

CONNECTING TO OUR UU PRINCIPLES AND BACKGROUND 
 
Within this curriculum, we explore the connectedness of all life.  But what exactly is 
connected?  We need first to ask several questions before we can grasp the 
connectedness of life.  These questions are: ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΚέ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ 5ŜŀǘƘΚέ ŀƴŘ άIƻǿ 
did life on Earth ōŜƎƛƴΚέ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƴƛǘΣ you and your students will ask these questions of 
yourselves.  There are some factual answers to these questions but there are definitely 
metaphysical aspects which ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άgo all the way out and 
then [ ] go all the way down.έ  But not to worry, you and your students can take full 
advantage of the strengths of our faith tradition ς you can transcend any one discipline 
to find answers which may be embedded within disparate disciplines of religion, 
philosophy and science.   Now is your opportunity to philosophize with your students 
and, thereby,  truly live the third and fourth UU principles ς άǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ 
ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ς by modeling 
the spiritual journey necessary for finding meaning in the truths surrounding us and 
holding in reverence the sacredness of life and the mystery of death.   
 
To do so, you will need to establish safe circles of inquiry.  Included in the session 
information are some basic guidelines of establishing these circles of inquiry.  By 
emphasizing circles of inquiry, we draw on the rich tradition of philosophy for children 
ƛƴƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ [ƛǇƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΧέ  tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛldren emphasizes the search for 
meaning not necessarily the teaching of particular philosophical viewpoints.  Philosophy 
for children encourages questioning, exploration of concepts and values, and the posing 
of particular problems or puzzles.  Circles of ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ƻƴ άlistening, thinking, 
challenging and changing viewpoints within a safe environment in which students can 
ǘŀƪŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦέ  ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ άǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ 
(each member is supported and allowed to be an integral member of the community), 
creative (new ideas are sought out and encouraged) and critical thinking (good reasons 
ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎύΦέ   
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Unitarian Universalist educator, Erin Hunter, challenges religious liberals to provide 
experiences and understanding of patterns in nature.  These experiences and deep 
understanding of nature are there for the children to then attach meaning and to use 
spiritual language which resonates with them.  !ǎ IǳƴǘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ άThe even more basic 
rhythms of the Universe itself stand as a mighty backdrop to the cycles of life on our 
ŜŀǊǘƘΧLƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŎǊŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǾƛǾƛŘ ŀƴŘ 
important to children before they have any awareness of the basic universal realities 
that such ceremonies are celebrating.  Religious liberals wish to proceed in just the 
opposite direction ς ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ǘƘŀǘ 
have evoked these universal observances.  When our children come with questions about 
festivals and sacraments of various groups, let us help them relate specific practices to 
the deep, universals, natural roots from which they spring.έ1    
 
As Hunter encourages us to do, we start with the physical realities of life and death.   To 
do so, we draw on the work of Fritujoa Capra, The Web of Life: A New Scientific 
Understanding of Living Systems.   Capra and other leading scientists have articulated 
with a new language for explaining the complexity of living systems.  In this session, 
students are introduced to this new language while exploring the question of what 
makes a living organism alive.  The concept of networks provides one model for 
picturing how to unify mind, matter and life in a way which stands in sharp contrast to 
the historical Cartesian split among mind, matter and life. The language of ecology and 
the model of networks provide also an alternative to the prevailing mechanistic 
approach which divides living organisms into their constituent parts.   Students explore 
how living systems are άƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƘƻƭŜǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
of smaller parts  Χ¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǇŀǊǘǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƛǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŀ 
ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎŜǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ǿŜō ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦέ2   This notion of life is to enrich students 
understanding of the Seventh Principles of Unitarian Universalism -- respect for the 
interdependent web of life ς not only of which humans are a part but a web which lies 
within each of us.   
 
We want to encourage students to begin to interpret their effort to draw meaning from 
these natural processes as a spiritual practice of finding the sacred in life and in death.  
In essence, you are giving students the permission, if they so chose, to use the words, 
sacred and spiritual as perhaps a religious naturalists would do.  Students may have felt 
these spiritual terms could be used ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ άƻǘƘŜǊ.έ   The sacred 
does not necessarily need to refer only to the supernatural.   Jerome Stone defines the 
sacred and spirituality aǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ άThe word "sacred" is a word we [can] use to describe 
events, things, processes which are of overriding importance and yet are not under our 
control or within our power to manipulate...My naturalistic outlook suggests to me that 
the deeper vision we seek to attain is not of another realm or of invisible spirits, but 

                                                 
1 Erin Hunter, The Questioning Child and Religion (1956: 181)  

2 Fritujoa Capra, The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems (1997:36-37) 
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rather a revised insight into importance of things. There is a "depth," not apart from, but 
ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧ¢ƘŜ ǎŀŎǊŜŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 
found separate from the pursuits of truth, justice, beauty and selfhood. It is more like the 
ŎŀŦŦŜƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƘŜǊǊȅ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǳƴŘŀŜΧΦ{ǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ 
of as the attempt to cultivate an awareness of the sacredness of things and an attempt 
to live out the revised sense of the importance of things which sacredness brings.3  The 
objective then is to begin to grasp this alternative view of the sacred ς that which can be 
found in nature and within each of us.  
 

ON-LINE RESOURCES 
 

Holistic Education http://members.iinet.net.au/~rstack1/ 
 
A Community of Inquiry ς watch the video:  
 
Essential Science for Teachers: www.learner.org 
 
PBS Natureτwonders of life at your fingertips: 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature/video.html 
 
Windows to the Universe: http://www.windows.ucar.edu/ 
 
A Life Science Educational Forum: http://www.whatislife.com/issues/issues-origin.htm 
 
To keep up to date with the latest explorations go to: Galapagos Rift Expedition 
discoveries at http://oceanexplorer@noaa.gov; www.divediscover.whoi.edu; and 
http://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/explorations/06mexico/edu/edu.html 
 
For an Ocean AdVENTure on hydrothermal vents go to: 
http://www.vims.edu/BRIDGE/vents.html 
 
Panspermia ς Cosmic Ancestry: http://www.panspermia.org/abouthis.htm 
 
NOVA OnlineτOdyssey of Life http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/odyssey/ 
Includes a cyberdebate about how humans evolved; time-lapse sequences of growing 
human, pig, chicken and fish embryos; an interview with photographer Lennart Nilsson; 
an essay about the commonalities among species; and an online activity that reveals 
what bugs live in, on and around us. 
 
Talk Origins http://www.talkorigins.org/ 
This newsgroup is devoted to the discussion and debate of biological and physical 
origins. Most discussions in the newsgroup center on the creation-evolution 

                                                 
3 What is Religious Naturalism?  Jerome A. Stone (http://faculty.uml.edu/rinnis/2000_stone_2_1.pdf) 

http://members.iinet.net.au/~rstack1/
http://www.learner.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature/video.html
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/
http://www.whatislife.com/issues/issues-origin.htm
http://oceanexplorer@noaa.gov/
http://www.divediscover.whoi.edu/
http://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/explorations/06mexico/edu/edu.html
http://www.vims.edu/BRIDGE/vents.html
http://www.panspermia.org/abouthis.htm
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/odyssey/
http://www.talkorigins.org/
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controversy, but other topics of discussion include the origin of life, geology, biology, 
cosmology and theology. 
 

LETΩS READ! 
 
²Ƙȅ /ŀƴΩǘ L [ƛǾŜ CƻǊŜǾŜǊ 
By Vicki Cobb 
 
²ƘŀǘΩǎ !ƭƛǾŜΚ 
By Kathleen Weidner Zoehfeld 
 
.ŀŘƎŜǊΩǎ tŀǊǘƛƴƎ DƛŦǘ 
By Susan Varley 

 
The Fall of Freddy the Leaf 
By Buscaglia 
 
Ghost Wings 
by Barbara M. Joosse 
 
The Dead Bird  
By M.W. Brown 

 
DǊŀƴŘŘŀŘΩǎ tǊŀȅŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘ 
By Douglas Wood 
  
Lifetime: A Beautiful Way To Explain Death to Children 
By Brian Mellonie and Robert R. Ingpen 
 
What on Earth Do You Do When Someone Dies?  
Trevor Romaine 
 
Sharing Nature with Children 
Joseph Cambell 
 
The Tenth Good Thing About Barney 
By Viorst 
 
Last Child in the Woods 
Richard Louv 
 
Tuck Everlasting 
Natalie Babbitt 
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Their Search for God: Ways of Worship in the Orient 
Florence Fitch 
 
Beginnings of Life and Death 
Sophia Fahs and Spoerl 
 
The Dawn of Life 
 
[ƛŦŜ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ [ƛƎƘǘΥ ! WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 5ŀǊƪ 9ŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 
Melissa Stewart 
 
The Deep-Sea Floor  
Sneed B. Collard III  
 
The Fountains of Life: The Story of Deep-Sea Vents 
Elizabeth Tyntor Gowell 
 
5±5Υ ! bh±! {ǇŜŎƛŀƭΥ ά±ƻƭŎŀƴƻŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŜǇέ http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/abyss/ 
 
MUSIC SELECTION:  The Extremophiles: http://www.theextremophiles.com/ 
 
 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/abyss/
http://www.theextremophiles.com/

