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their heads can be more stunning than
what Nature provides us with every
day.” (Skeptical Inquirer, January/Feb-
ruary, 1995)

Yet Sagan also cautioned skeptics
not to be condescending or arrogant.
“People are not stupid. They believe
things for reasons. Let us not dismiss
pseudoscience or even superstition
with contempt.”

In my Pentecostal days, we heard of
many miracles, and believed all of the
stories. We thought: Why would some-
one say they saw an angel, heard a heav-
enly voice or were saved from an acci-
dent, if it wasn’t true? God “could” do
those things, we felt, so why question
it?

This isn’t just a Christian phenome-
non. Experiences beyond the senses,
outside “ordinary” experience, are
claimed by a spectrum of believers.

There’s another way to understand
this slippery, catch-all word “miracle.”

Poets can be helpful and one of my fa-
vorites, Walt Whitman, had quite a bit to
say about miracles.

In “Song of the Open Road,” he writes,
“Nature is rude and incomprehensible
at first; Be not discouraged, keep on. . .I
swear to you there are divine things
more beautiful than words can tell.” 

What are those “divine things”?
When you read Whitman, there is noth-
ing that is not divine, in the universal
sense. In “Miracles” he says it plainly:

“Why, who makes much of a miracle?
As to me I know of nothing else but mir-
acles. . . . To me every hour of the light
and dark is a miracle. Every cubic inch
of space is a miracle. . . . To me the sea is
a continual miracle. . . . What stranger
miracles are there?”

Do you see what the poet has done?
He’s taken the extra-ordinary, the su-
per-natural, the singular and particular 

As you can tell, each of these “mir-
acles” was experienced through my five
senses. Each an intensely meaningful
moment when I felt most alive, appreci-
ating the goodness of living and making
connections to relationships with oth-
ers, human and non-human.

Millions of people say they have ex-
perienced miracles, convinced that a
Deity has done something that defies
rational explanation. They believe that
God has done something amazing, won-
derful and extraordinary. Usually these
divine actions are understood as a spe-
cial communication between a person
and a deity. Naturally, they want to tell
others so they will believe too.

Astronomer Carl Sagan was fascinat-
ed by the stories people believe about
the “paranormal.” He said, “[It] always
strikes me how unimaginative most of
these stories are; how, compared with
the unexpected findings of science,
[people] imagine that what pops into

Have you ever seen a miracle? I have.
Many of them. No dramatic healings. No
messages in the night. No visions in a
sanctuary. No voices from the sky. I’ve
seen a glacier calving in an Alaskan bay,
and students surprised by a new in-
sight; I’ve heard the sound of a mysteri-
ous bird in the forest, and my daughter’s
first cry; I’ve touched the hand of some-
one in a jail cell, and another dying alone
in a hospital; I’ve smelled the fresh
scent of greening life after a spring rain,
and a wood stove warming a cabin in
winter; I’ve tasted a carrot pulled
straight from the earth, and “broken
bread” among people of many faiths and
no faith.

Science or divinity: Miracles come in many forms
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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STAUNTON, Va. – The Stuart Hall audi-
torium was silent Tuesday afternoon as
nearly 200 students gazed at a moving geo-
metric shape projected on a screen, breath-
ing in as it expanded and out as it collapsed.

After a few moments, the Rev. Connor
Gwin broke the silence with a light ding of a
singing bowl.

He explained that he had planned on us-
ing that day’s chapel to discuss All Saints
Day but changed course after he realized
they’d reached a stressful point in the se-
mester. For the next 30 minutes, Gwin
talked the group through a three-point
strategy for stress management — notice
the storm, ride the wave, find an anchor.

The session was a typical afternoon in
chapel under Gwin’s tenure at Stuart Hall.
The chaplain has made mindfulness a prior-
ity in his work with students from preschool
through 12th grade and hopes to create a
culture of calm at the high-achieving, 175-
year-old Episcopal private school.

“The whole game is to increase the space
between stimulus and response,” Gwin
said. “So for teenagers, where that gap is mi-

nuscule, if I can build in one breath ... then I
think I’ve been successful. I’m under no illu-
sions that the entire student body is going to
be floating around ... and chanting through
lunch.”

Professor and researcher Jon Kabat-Zinn
describes mindfulness as “paying attention
in a particular way: on purpose, in the pre-
sent moment, and non-judgmentally.”
Mindfulness practices have become in-
creasingly popular in schools in recent
years, as young people report high levels of
stress and studies suggest mindfulness
practice may benefit student attentiveness
and behavior and relieve anxiety.

The chaplain said he started his own
meditation practice about 10 years ago,
when his father died while Gwin was in
seminary. Gwin found that his usual coping
mechanisms weren’t bringing him peace.

“I needed some kind of deep connection,
but church wasn’t working, saying prayers
wasn’t working — I was just so wrapped in
grief,” he said. “So I [thought], ‘Can I just sit
silently?’ ... and that got the ball rolling.”

Once Gwin learned about meditation, he
said he wondered whether adolescence
might have felt less turbulent if he’d had
those tools as a teen. That sparked an inter-
est in teaching mindfulness to teens when

he worked with youth ministries across
southwest Virginia, and he made the mind-
set a priority when he became chaplain at
Stuart Hall two years ago.

At Stuart Hall, students begin each day
with an assembly that includes morning an-
nouncements, reminders and breathing ex-
ercises. They also practice mindfulness at
chapel every other day, which the chaplain
said is not only an opportunity for students
to check in with themselves but also a way
to incorporate spirituality without alienat-
ing members of the school’s diverse student
body.

Plus, the practice may help ground stu-
dents who feel pressure to perform in a
high-achieving environment. Simply telling
them not to worry about tests or applying to
colleges often isn’t effective, but giving
them tools to manage stress and anxiety
could be beneficial in the long run, Gwin
said.

“It’s what I call an achievement-free
zone. No one’s going to win at chapel. It
doesn’t go on your resume. It’s not part of
your grades at the end of the semester,” he
said. “What I like to say is that it’s a place to
make sure that your head is where your feet 
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Mindfulness,
one breath at a time

Rilyn Eischens
Staunton News Leader
USA TODAY NETWORK

“It’s what I call an achievement-free zone. No one’s going to win at chapel. 

It doesn’t go on your resume. It’s not part of your grades at the end of the semester. 

What I like to say is that it’s a place to make sure that your head is where your feet are.”
The Rev. Connor Gwin
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