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A former student recently got in touch with me to
catch up after a few years of silence. He said I was one of the few people who made him feel
truly seen, and that’s what he needed right now. As we chatted, he asked about my Jan term
backpacking with students in an Arizona canyon. When I described it to him, he replied, “That
should called ‘Being in Awe 101!’ Actually, I think all of your classes should be titled that.” I
like it. Being in Awe 101.

He picked up on a particular element of my pedagogy that is always a goal but is especially
potent in my outdoor courses: wonder. We know that children are great at this. They wander
around the world enthralled, wondering at everything. We know as teachers that if we can only
get students to wonder about something, then they can learn – that they learn much better if
they are curious than when we tell them that they have to memorize this thing they find
boring. We know the power of wonder in a classroom.

Taking my students outside facilitates more wonder among them than I can generate in the
classroom. I hear the question: Does making my students sit in the garden outside the English
department building really make them wonder better about the reasons for the Council of
Nicaea? Well, yes. When my students sit outside for class, they are generally more open. They
feel like they can breathe and even, often, like they’re getting away with something. I’ve said
as much before. That sense of freedom and of getting something past the authorities helps
them drop their guard, be less armored about what they think is being asked or required of
them in class. That openness allows the material to get past the bouncer in their brains. That
openness is space for wonder.
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Sometimes quail run through the outdoor classroom and disrupt us in a way that makes us all
laugh but also takes us out of “I’m a student and have to learn this thing my professor is
saying” mode. Sometimes their internal bouncer gets wondering about the butterfly that floats
near them and then is willing to wonder about the conversation happening in their group work.
Even just noticing the colors of the flowers in the garden or the smell of the mulch is enough to
cause that disruption. And once they wonder about one thing, they’re in a posture of wonder.
Then, perhaps, they wonder about the discussion we’re having about the reading.

We know we can inculcate wonder under the fluorescent lights, too. We associate with the
Wabash Center because we care about creative ways to induce wonder. I only suggest that
taking students outside can be a shortcut. Unless it’s raining. A good hike in the rain on a
lengthy backpacking trip can still invoke wonder with the right attitude, but I admit that taking
a normal class out in the rain will be more distracting than wonder-ful. Sometime I’ll tell you
about the time I  lost  an entire class because the first  day of  rain that  semester was in
November and they didn’t know where our classroom was. Even that was the kind of disruption
that calmed the internal bouncers.

At  one  Wabash  cohort  workshop  in  Crawfordsville,  I  was  excited  that  canoeing  was  an
afternoon option because canoeing is maybe my favorite thing in the world. One of my cohort
colleagues and I ended up in a canoe together. We had a lovely conversation at one point along
the river about being awake to God.  About that  time a bald eagle soared overhead.  We
wondered together awhile. I  watched my colleague – already a joyful,  brilliant, fully alive
person – become even more alive in her wonder. Months later she told me how she carried that
moment of wonder back to her family and her world and the effects it had.

The wilderness surprises us. It disrupts our “normal” with its “normal.” We are less able to
pretend we’re in control when this happens, and I think this is why it is a place ripe for
wonder. Our eyes are more open. They have to be, or we’ll miss the surprise. Or we’ll be
surprised by something that feels more like an attack. We keep our eyes open outside and look
closely at what’s around us. We see more clearly. This is the wonder.

I suggest that as important as wonder is for learning, wonder is more important for being a
decent human being among other human beings. It’s not enough to wonder in order to learn;
we must also wonder about others in order to see one another clearly, in order to delight in
one another. Wonder is the posture we need for awe to take root, and also delight. As we take
our students outside to facilitate their wonder, they are practicing for more than the exam. We
give them an experience of seeing deeply and of being deeply seen, and the wonder that
produces will generate even more wonder. Perhaps then we’ll stand a chance in this world of
wonders.
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