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“The elder Bushes were members at
St. Martin’s. I got to be very close to
them. We were with them for the last 11
and a half years of their lives. We never
talked about politics, and we spent a lot
of time together. We would go to games
with them, go to their house, go out to
eat, but we talked about their faith.
Family, friends, and faith were themost
important things to them at the end,”
Levenson said.
Levenson was with both of them

when they died and he helped plan and
conduct their funerals. He preached at
George H.W. Bush’s funeral at the Na-
tional Cathedral in Washington as well
as Barbara Bush’s funeral in Houston.
“Seeing the tenor and the culture and

theway politics was playing itself out in
such ugly ways, I never heard them say
anything nasty about anybody. They
had people on both sides of the aisle,
they had people from every denomina-
tion and faith tradition. You know, in
Kennebunkport (Maine, where the
Bushes owned a home), you could see
the lobster fisherman and the states-
man there,” Levenson said.
The book, written with the blessing

of all the Bush children, came out in
2022. Levenson said the response to the
book surprised him. He received letters
and cards from all over the world, echo-
ing the same theme: people were happy
to see a man and woman of such influ-
encewhowere not shy about their faith.
“I thought, I know other people who

have all those things who are believers
and still think that’s themost important
thing. Whether I had met them and
knew them, or I had read about them or
listened to one of the addresses, I start-
edhunting themdown. I’magood ‘stalk-
er,’ ” Levenson said of his quest to find
the 12 people who he interviewed.
“I knew (actors) Gary Sinise and Sam

Waterston from things we had done to-
gether. I knew (Admiral) Will McRaven
who was chancellor of the University of
Texas, and James A. Baker III (a former
secretary of state) was a member of my
church inHouston. But therewere other
people I kind of hounded, like (actor)
Denzel Washington, who finally said
yes,” Levenson said.
Levenson said that whether he knew

the12 personally or had only read things
they had written or said, he knew each
person had an active faith that sus-
tained them in their daily lives. In addi-
tion to those mentioned, the book in-
cludes interviews with country singer
Amy Grant, former U.S. Ambassador to

the United Nations Nikki Haley, former
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice,
sportscaster Jim Nantz, journalist Brit
Hume, famed geneticist Dr. Francis Col-
lins, and anthropologist Jane Goodall.
“I knew they had an active faith, they

relied on their faith to sustain them in
their daily lives, they went to church,
knew the Bible, said their prayers, gave
to others and served. I said, maybe if I
can find 12, I called them disciples
throughout the book, maybe people will
read and go, I know Denzel Washington
from ‘Remember the Titans,’ but I didn’t
know he thought giving your life to God
was the most important thing,” Leven-
son said.

Levenson said he learned a great deal
about the people in his book, many of
them he only knew from their public
personas.Waterston he hadwatched on
“Law and Order” for years but did not
know the level of his devotion before in-
terviewing him.
“I didn’t know that he meditated

twice a day for an hour each time. May-
be somebody will think ... What a lot of
people got from the Bush book was, if
they can do it, I will. If they go to church,
maybe I should go to church. I’m going
to go back to church. If DenzelWashing-
ton goes to church, maybe I should do
it,” Levenson said.
Levenson saidNikkiHaley, also a for-

mer South Carolina governor, told him
that every time shewalks up a staircase
anywhere, she recites the Lord’s Prayer.
Jim Nantz told him that every time the
national anthem plays at a game he is
broadcasting, he uses the 90 seconds to
pray.
“What I tried to do, and I think what

the12allowedmetodo,was topeel away
all the stuff we know them for and get
them to tell me when God becamemore
than a word for them,” Levenson said.
Levenson said when he interviewed

theactorGarySinise, famous for his role
as Lt. Dan in the “Forrest Gump”movie,
that Sinise’s son had died from cancer
not long before their interview. Leven-
son asked about the character’s mo-
ment in the movie where Lt. Dan was
screaming at God.
Levenson asked him if he had a simi-

lar moment with God over the death of
his son. Sinise acknowledged that he
did.
Levenson cited the scene in his inter-

view because it appeared in the movie
that Lt. Dan had found some peace after
the outburst, that perhaps he hadmade
peace with God.
“I asked him if he had such a mo-

ment. He said, ‘Yeah, I have, throughmy
church, my faith and my Christian
friends.’That’s the real stuff.Weall have
those. They do, too,” Levenson said.
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Russell Levenson Jr. speaks at Christ Episcopal Church on Jan. 11. He is the
author of “Witness to Belief,” a book featuring 12 prominent Americans who
discuss their faith. GARY COSBY JR./TUSCALOOSA NEWS

Former Poet Laureate of the United
States, Ada Limón, published a collec-
tion of her poetry entitled, “Startle-
ment.” Since “startle” is one of my
watch-words, paying particular atten-
tion to what startles me, the title of the
collection gavemeabit of a “start” (star-
tle comes from the word “start” – to
“give a small jump or make a sudden
jerking movement from surprise or
alarm”). It can be a “wake-up call” or
stunning moment that alerts you and
causes a sudden reaction. These mo-
ments can be scary – a jump of fright –
or a step back to take a breath andwon-
der at what just happened.
I used to believe that a startling expe-

rience was akin to a “spiritual encoun-
ter” of some kind. In a natural setting,
such as a forest, mountain or ocean
beach, a surprising experience became
a super-natural event – a “spiritual
presence” felt beside a river or while
locking eyeswith abird or deer.Not only
a transformative moment but a trans-
porting encounter, when a very natural

experience brought me to a “higher”
consciousness, anawareness of abeing,
or beings, in or around the wild place or
face. Or so I felt; so I believed.
In her poem, “What it looks like to us

and the words we use,” Ada Limón re-
lates a conversation on awalk through a
valley with a friend who asked Ada:
“You don’t believe in God?” Ada replied:
“No. I believe in this connection we all
have to nature, to each other, to the uni-
verse.” Her friend simply said: “Yeah,
God.”
When I hear someone respond this

way to an honest statement of belief, I
think it sounds a little disrespectful.
Thosewho seem to require every person
to use their religious language, defining
everything with “God,” don’t appear to
be listening very well. When Ada re-
sponds to the question about her belief,
she simply replies with her sense that
“God” isn’t a word or concept she ac-
cepts. She feels the natural connection
to theworld aroundher anddoesn’t have
to give that the name “God.” Her friend
misses the moment, the opportunity to
understand a different viewpoint of the
world.
Thepoemgoes on to describe the two

walkers pausing to stand, as fellow
creatures, “low beasts among the white
oaks, Spanish moss, and spider webs.”

Ada senses her connection to her envi-
ronment, including theotherhumanbe-
side her.With the original question, and
the “Yeah, God” comment fresh, she is
confident in her belief: “I refuse to call it
so.” She refuses to use someone else’s
term to describe what she feels and
thinks.Thepoem’s conclusionoffers the
common experience of the two walkers
as an even better response to the ques-
tion. “We looked up at the unruly sky, its
clouds in simple animal shapes we
could name, though we knew they were
really just clouds – disorderly, andmar-
velous, and ours.”
This was one of my favorite poems in

the book. The creative turn of it “star-
tled” me. A natural and normal walk of
two believers becomes its own connec-
tion to nature and each other. One
names a presence she calls “God,” and
the other names the presence of nature
they feel connected to—naturewithNa-
ture. The poet doesn’t tell her friend she
can’t or shouldn’t call the feeling “God,”
she just offers her own perspective. She
doesn’t argue with faith, only gives her
view. The “Yeah, God” response implies
there is a right and wrong answer when
it concerns beliefs. Wouldn’t it show
morehumility to allowanother view, an-
other belief?
My transition from faith to freeth-

ought happened over time, most of that
time spent in Nature, with my own nat-
ural reasoning and contemplation.
Eventually, instead of seeing divinity or
spirituality everywhere, I came to see
what Iwas seeing, hearwhat Iwashear-
ing, without the need to think or say,
“Yeah, God.” A feeling of relationship
with the natural world and the human
community became central rather than
constantly looking beyond the immedi-
ate world at hand.
The poetry of Ada Limón reminds us

that it’s agood thing tohavedifferentbe-
liefs, especially when they can be ex-
pressed and shared on the common
groundofnature. Takingawalkwith an-
other person canbring us back to basics,
the fact we all have to share the earth
whether or not we believe in something
more. We can be startled together. It
maybe true that themost startlingexpe-
riences, when standing beside another
person, can open deeper conversation
that gives us pause.We can remind each
other of the poetry of life, that we often
turn to poetic language (sometimes
cloaked in ancient worldviews) to tell
the stories of our lives.

Chris Highland is a writer and hu-
manist celebrant. His books and blogs
are presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).

A startling experience can begin deeper conversation

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Looking around the room, the single
momof twowas still processing her own
emotions about Snow’s unexpected
death by suicide. She was hardly alone,
however.
“Just seeing the amount of staffmem-

bers that came andwere just devastated
by the loss, but also the kids that showed
up there, just because they needed
somebody to talk to – just howdevastat-
ed they were was very, very impactful,”
the Delaware native recalled. “He really
did make such a positive impact on so
many people in the district. Sorry.”
Goldsborough cut herself off briefly, as
emotion gathered behind her eyes.
The 25-year educator knew the burn-

out and stress that follows public school
teaching. Each teacher who stopped by
Snow’s room that day could have similar
memories, similar thoughts.
“I wish people could understand that

education is no longer just about educa-
tion,” she said, looking up from the table
in a quiet roomof her ownGunning Bed-
fordMiddle School almost two years lat-
er. “Having to balance being responsible

for their mental health and their wellbe-
ing on top of their academics, it’s a lot.”
She decided to do something about it.
Enter the “Zen Den” – a dedicated

space where any educator can decom-
press, catch their breath and find peace
in the storm of a typical school year. It’s
just one portion of a $50,000 grant
Goldsborough secured to create rooms in
each of the school district’s threemiddle
schools, with the help of Delaware’s for-
mer state Sen. Valerie Longhurst in
2024, among others.
“I would love to see one of these in all

schools,” Goldsborough said, looking
around the nearly finished room. “I’ve
had people reach out to me, you know,
‘How did you do this?’ And I am more
than willing to help out everybody.”

‘Choose between your
health and your career’

Goldsborough taught eighth-grade
English in special education for some 15
years before her current role.
It’s easy to remember her early chal-

lenges, as she struggled to balance early
classroom teaching all day and being a
goodmother in every othermoment. She
started seeing a doctor for anxiety and
physical manifestations of stress.
“It had gotten to the point where my

doctor said, ‘If you don’t start therapy,
youdon’t start exercising, you’re going to
have to choose between your health and
your career,’” she recalled with widening
eyes. “Which was another like, ‘Oh my
gosh, this is scary.’ ”
Goldsborough had to make personal

changes, but she hopes to be an example
of systemic change, too.
Colonial educators – like their

counterparts throughout the state and
country – constantly take on more re-
sponsibilities during an ongoing teacher
shortage, and she hopes spaces like her
“Zen Den” can help them consider their
own mental wellness.
The small room opens to massage

chairs, a trickling water fountain and a
coffee station with cups carrying the

names of every employee. It’s all held to-
gether by a quiet space to sit, grade or
plan for the day ahead.
And watching over it all, just beside

the door, is a painting by the Snowman
himself.
Now, it alsoholdsaquote fromthe late

47-year-old educator,who started teach-
ing childrenmath as his second career in
his 30s. Goldsborough knows he would
have approved of this new home. When
asked about his “why,” Mike Snow said
he wasmotivated by a strive to improve:
“I’ve had the opportunity to grow in

Colonial, not only as a human being but
also as a teacher. ... I dowant to keep get-
ting better year after year,” his words
read. “Whether that be through building
relationships or learning new strategies,
Colonialhasgivenmethat roomtogrow.”

Zen Den
Continued from Page 2C

You are not alone
Anyone can call or text the Suicide
& Crisis Lifeline at 988 to connect
immediately with a caring and
trained crisis counselor, available
24/7 for free, confidential support.

“Having to balance being

responsible for their mental

health and their wellbeing

on top of their academics,

it’s a lot.”
Jennifer Goldsborough


