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HPCA 7015 - Essay Based on a Sky Journal

‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’. Discuss this statement from Vincent Van Gogh as it relates to your sky journal observations’.

I have adopted a phenomenological approach to discussing this statement because these reflections are about my actual experiences with the land and sky[footnoteRef:1]. My journal is poetry, notes and photos on my phone. This is an example of human ‘participation mystique’[footnoteRef:2] because I experience the dawn through feelings of communion with the space and time; I know I am small in comparison[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Edmund Husserl, The Internet Encyclopedia Of Philosophy, Edmund Husserl: Phenomenology of Embodiment, n.d. https://iep.utm.edu/husspemb/#:~:text=In%20Husserl's%20phenomenology%20of%20embodiment,coherent%20and%20ever%2Dexplorable%20world. [accessed 14.11.24].]  [2:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, Trans. Lilian. A. Clare. (Mansfield Centre, CT, U.S.A., Martino Publishing, 2015), pp.77-104.]  [3:  Dacher Keltner, Awe, The Transformative Power of Everyday Wonder, (U.S.A. Penguin Random House, 2023), p.237.  ] 


In this reflection of land and sky at sunrise, I reveal that I believe I have been given a special and sacred piece of lane; a space that has chosen me[footnoteRef:4] because of my daily ritual and has become my place[footnoteRef:5]. It knows my love of earth and the never-ending sky. This essay is a spiritually woven narrative because I experience the sunrise as a moment in time where there is an interruption[footnoteRef:6] in my usual home place. Here in the lane with space and time, the liminal,[footnoteRef:7] leads to the numinous[footnoteRef:8]. This is the moment of my access to my other world. My physical and psychical landscape[footnoteRef:9] where I am ‘Goin up to the spirit in the sky.’[footnoteRef:10]  [4:  Belden Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, Geography And Narrrative In American Spirituality, (Baltimore, London, The John Hopkins University Press, 2002) p.19. ‘That sacred place is not chosen, it chooses; sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary and that sacred place can be tred upon without being entered’.]  [5:  C. Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, (Oxford, Berg, 1994) p.15. Places are contexts for human experiences in comparison to space which is an abstract concept. ]  [6:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, The Nature Of Religion, (New York, Harcourt, Inc, 1987), p. 20.]  [7:   Judie, T, Oldfield, Barely South Review, The Limits of Liminality, Spring Issue Vol 11.2 (2020) https://barelysouthreview.com/the-limits-of-liminality/ [accessed 14.11.24]]  [8:  Stuart Sarbacker, Oxford Research Encyclopedia, Rudolf Otto And The Concept Of Numinous, (2016) https://oxfordre.com/religion/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-88 [accessed 14.11.24]]  [9:  Walter Evans-Wentz, The Fairy Faith In Celtic Countries, (London, Oxford University Press, 1911), p.xvii. ]  [10:  Norman Greenbaum, Genius. Com. Spirit in the Sky, (1969), https://genius.com/Norman-greenbaum-spirit-in-the-sky-lyrics [accessed 14.11.24].] 


Looking at the sky is when I feel the most enchantment. Curry, citing R.W.Hepburn says, ‘Enchantment is wonder, sheer existential wonder.’[footnoteRef:11] I have a ‘mutual’[footnoteRef:12] relationship with the sky and land at sunrise because of a profound bond of belief in the sky. The sky above is infinite, magical and divine.[footnoteRef:13] I am in ‘awe’.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Patrick Curry, ‘Enchantment, Place And Space: Implications For Cultural Astronomy’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 23, 2, Autumn /Winter 2019, p.11. ]  [12:  Curry, p.6.]  [13:  Curry, p.7. ‘inexhaustible, mysterious and spiritual.’]  [14:  Keltner, pp.4-28.] 
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Figure 1: Rusty, My Companion. Photo: Helen Barsham.

Rusty (see Figure 1) and me, leave the place of the village[footnoteRef:15], where we cross the boundary[footnoteRef:16]; the telegraph poles are by the last houses in the village. (see Figure 2). We run in a straight line to a favourite field. This is my morning ritual, a personal holy process through ritual[footnoteRef:17]. Figure 2 shows the telegraph pole that changed the way I saw the sky and landscape. It became ‘transfigured in such a manner that Unity shines through them’[footnoteRef:18]. To me, the pole is an arrow of worship pointing to the sky, to heaven. It is my symbol because I am an Archer. It is my geographical arrow to the stars. As Eliade says ‘The temple constitutes an opening in the upward direction.’[footnoteRef:19] The arrow is situated at the boundary of the village, pointing upwards to heaven and this is where I have received signs from the spirit in the sky. The signs were messages stuck to the telegraph poles. This boundary of the poles is a portal for change from ‘profane to sacred’[footnoteRef:20] It is where there is communication with another world. It is my temple. It is as sacred to me as the pole of the Achilpa.[footnoteRef:21] [15:  C. Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, (Oxford, Berg, 1994) p.15. Places are contexts for human experiences in comparison to space which is an abstract concept. ]  [16:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, (Germany, Harcourt Inc, 1957), p.25. Suggests the boundary is ‘the paradoxical place where those worlds communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible’.  ]  [17:  Eliade, p.25.]  [18:  Walter T. Stace, Mysticism And Philosophy (London: Macmillan, 1960), p.15.]  [19:  Eliade, p.26.]  [20:  Eliade, p.22.]  [21:  Eliade, p.34.] 


Journal Poem to Telegraph Poles.
My spire, 
My inspiration, 
My arrow pyramid. 
Mystical messages amidst the portal pines.
Never take the colour green for granted. 

It is the ‘holy place of my private universe’.[footnoteRef:22] The telegraph poles are backed by beautiful pine trees. An ancient, oracular grove. I am calm here. I feel protected here. The grass is so vividly green. It feels as if there is a break in the universe here that allows me to communicate with another world.[footnoteRef:23] It is as if nature has offered me her temple.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Eliade, p.24.]  [23:  Eliade, p.20. ‘For a religious man space is not homogenous he experiences interruptions breaks in it; some parts of space are qualitatively different from others.’]  [24:  Dacher, p.137. ‘It is one of the innumerable spaces where we might experience what we perceive to be the Divine’] 



[image: A road with grass and trees

Description automatically generated]

Figure 2: The Lane to Sunrise Featuring The Telegraph Poles. Photo: Helen Barsham – Durkheim, ‘Anything at all can be sacred.’[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Form Of Religious Life, Trans. Carol Cosman, (United States, Oxford University Press, 2001) p.36.] 


It is my own legs that carry me through the enchantment of the early morning. They carry me past the boundary and here to the field and I am running under the sometimes sun and always sky. I am full of hope. I feel strong. My eyes cannot take in enough sky. The field and the sky are a comfort to me. It is my daughter’s favourite field, and I send the badly taken photos to her, every day. I connect with a loved one. It’s our ‘good morning’ since she moved to university. It’s comforting to know we are under the same sky. I believe the sky holds us in a bond of spiritual protection. It’s a universal benign force to me. I am in the right place and at the right time. I know I am one of very many who have worshipped the rising sun. We are the collective consciousness[footnoteRef:26] of sun worshippers. It is an ancient part of my brain. I am watching a new day. I am in harmony with the peace and stillness of the morning. I am in my ‘essence’.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Carl Jung, The Archetypes And The Collective Unconscious, 2nd edn. Trans. R.F.C. Hull (New York, Bollingen Foundation, Princeton University Press, 1968), section 89. Jung cites Hubert and Mauss ‘categories of the imagination’ and Adolf Bastion ‘primordial thoughts’. ]  [27:  Aristotle, Metaphysics, bk.v, iv, 1015a, line 14.Trans. Hugh Tredenick, (Great Britain, St, Edmundsbury Press Ltd. 1933) p. 223.] 
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Figure 3: Sunrise at the Shared Field. Photo: Helen Barsham.

Journal Poem to the Sunrise.

Divine rise, 
Sunrise, 
Raising gaze and eyes to heliacal rays.
Ancient worship of the skies. Smiles.

It’s interesting that eyes and skies rhyme. The two words belong together. ‘To be able to see is to open to the experience of light’ [footnoteRef:28]A recent paper found that looking at pictures of the sunrise and sunset can boost people’s ‘feelings of awe’[footnoteRef:29] and generally improve their wellbeing, even in urban settings. For Keltner, the awe experienced through being outdoors is the ‘only awe’ that can reduce predictive levels of internal inflammation in the body.[footnoteRef:30] Such is the power of awe; it heals. As I see rays of the sun fan, it feels divine to me. I feel this world of sun and sky and I understand the love and expanse of the living, spiritual sky. It is my ‘sentient world’ [footnoteRef:31] and as Ingold says ‘To be sentient is to open up to a world, to yield to its embrace and resonate in one’s inner being and reverberations[footnoteRef:32]’. It is because I have always looked to the sky that I can feel this other world. I am reminded of a favourite image that I hold of the sky. It is inspired by the author Norton Juster and a chapter in his book ‘The Phantom Tollbooth’[footnoteRef:33]. Here the orchestra play a silent symphony which turns out to be the music of the sunrise and the sunset. In fact, all the colours of the sky are being conducted all day. The Conductor ‘Chromo’ conducts a symphony where ‘The atmospheric colors give life to form’[footnoteRef:34] and Milo, the book’s hero is full of wonder.[footnoteRef:35] This is the sky! I am Milo. (see Figure 4) [28:  Tim Ingold, ‘Reach For The Stars, Light, Vision And Atmosphere’ in The Imagined Sky, Cultural Perspectives, ed. By Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield, Yorkshire, Equinox Publishing, 2016) p. 225.]  [29: Alexander Smalley & Matthew White, ‘Beyond Blue-sky Thinking: Diurnal Patterns And Ephemeral Meteorological Phenomena Impact Appraisals Of Beauty, Awe, And Value In Urban And Natural Landscapes’, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 86, (2023) p. 1. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2023.101955]  [30:  Keltner, p.118.]  [31:  Ingold, p. 225.]  [32:  Ingold, citing the ‘phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty’, p.225.]  [33:  Norton Juster, The Phantom Tollbooth, (London, Harper-Collins Children’s Books, 2024), p.123-126.]  [34:  Michael Powers, ‘Atmospheric Color and the Phenomenological Gaze’, Pacific Coast Philology, Vol.54, 2. (Penn State University Press, 2019) pp.298-321. p. 317. ]  [35:  Keltner, p.39 ‘People who find everyday awe show evidence of living with wonder’, ‘Wonder…questioning, curiosity and embracing mystery’] 
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Figure 4: Milo Asleep on the Music of the Dawn. Photo: Helen Barsham


To reach the field, I run the straight lane. The lane lined by hedges. It’s all ritual and all lines. I run in a line in the middle of the hedgerows. Eliade suggests that all that is needed for a place to be sacred is a sign[footnoteRef:36].  [36:  Eliade, p.30.] 


Journal, This is Not a Hierophany of the Hedges Poem. 

Any sign will do.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Eliade, p.27. ‘Some sign suffices to indicate the sacredness of the place’] 

It fell from Heaven. 
A puzzle piece; out of place.
This is not a hierophany of the hedges. 
It was a sign from a spiritual place; envoy of wisdom divine.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Helen De Cruz, Wonder Struck, How Wonder And Awe Shape The Way We Think, (Princeton, USA, Oxford, UK, Princeton University Press, 2024), p.24. ‘sign of wonder connected to a desire to know what wisdom unfolds’] 

Ritual hedgerow running invoked,
‘An unexpected encounter with the power of place’.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Bernadette Brady, Sacred Geography: Conversations with Place, ed. Bernadette Brady & Jack Hunter, (Wales, Sophia Centre Press, 2024), p.6.] 

And the witches of the hedges spoke. 

My sky and earth running landscape is psychical[footnoteRef:40] and the messages plentiful. I was running to the field and by the hedge were some jigsaw pieces on the ground. They were out of ‘place’. A sense of knowing. I felt chills run through me.[footnoteRef:41] This was a personal, tailored message. A wisdom was unfolding[footnoteRef:42]. I knew what this meant to me. The jigsaw piece, that fell from the sky to me, was ‘a revelation of absolute reality.[footnoteRef:43] It said ‘hedge’. I was running by the hedges every day, listening to a ‘hedge witch’ most days and the universe sent a ‘hedge’ message to me.  [40:  Evans -Wentz, p. xvii.]  [41:  Keltner, p.48-55.]  [42:  De Cruz, p.24.]  [43:  Mircea Eliade The Sacred and Profane: The Nature of Religion: (New York: Harcourt Ink.,1987), p.21. ] 
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Fig 4: It Fell From Heaven. Photo: Helen Barsham.

I asked the sunrise if I should tell you these moments. This was its reply. 
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Figure 5: The Universe Replies. Photo: Helen Barsham.

What happened at this ‘question’ sunrise crossed the wonder gap again.[footnoteRef:44] experience. This was a ‘unique now’.[footnoteRef:45] In writing this down, these reflections may become a set part of the landscape[footnoteRef:46] because I shared them with you and the universe has approved this. This place now has a biography[footnoteRef:47]. This place shares hidden force with me.[footnoteRef:48] It is my ritual with the land that generates the messages from the sky, and this happens when I am breathing the most because I am running. ‘Breathe in, I am here, breathe out, I expire’.[footnoteRef:49] I am alive at dawn on a new day and because of this I experience ‘an inhalation of being, an invasion of consciousness’.[footnoteRef:50] [44:  Curry, p.6. ‘wonder-at: an encounter, a meeting, across a gap of difference, with an other’]  [45:  Curry, p.9.]  [46:  Tilley, p. 33.]  [47:  Tilley, p.33.]  [48:  Tilley, p.34. ‘invested with powers’]  [49:  Keltner, p. 229.]  [50:  Ingold, Reach for the Stars, p.227.] 


I thank a God for this world. This is a prayer to the sky.
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