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Solicitude 
 

The Abbots’ Letters of Reflection 

ummer is slowly coming to the mountains of Northern Arizona.  Snow is still on the San Francisco 
Peaks—and there is talk of being able to ski the inner basin on the Fourth of July.  It’s been quite 
a winter—with warm days in February and snow the week after Mother’s Day.  All in all, it’s a 

beautiful place to be. I look out my window and see the shades of green in the wooded grove across the 
street. Pre-monsoon clouds build up over the mountains and then dissipate, because the conditions are 
just not right—wait a few weeks!!  There is a calm of “school’s out”, as parents and children adjust to a 
new time schedules.  All seems so right and good.  
 
I wrote the above as I was preparing to go to Wisdom School Week 2 at the Farm.  It was the end of 
May, and I was packing up for a quick visit to my Colorado family before going to Telephone, Texas for 
what was to be a truly rich and glorious week.  Priest of the Order Diana Beardsley’s focus for her study 
with us was helping us deal with our fears, and showing us how we can live into and beyond our fearful 
natures by practicing meditation, specifically using the material of Pema Chodron’s book The Places That 
Scare You: A Guide to Fearlessness in Difficult Times.  The afternoons at the Farm were spent in creative 
meditation periods as Karen Cooke, Lynn’s sister, taught us the art of painting Ukrainian eggs, those 
marvelously intricate and beautiful craft forms called pysanky.  During the week, we meditated, read, 
ate delicious food, went to chapel and walked the paths around the lake and to the borders of the 
woods.  All of this was done in silence, which gave us time to be aware of the sights, sounds, tastes and 
smells of this place that is so sacred to many of us. 
 
On the morning of the last day (between the Great Silence and our return the normal communication of 
our lives) as we were going to chapel, we came upon a turtle sitting right in the middle of the stone path 
to the front door.  She was flipping her back legs in a fanning motion, spreading the loose sand and 

 S



digging.  Suddenly it became clear that she was laying her eggs right at the front door of our worship 
space.  This birth process had a mystical quality about it.  It happened that we were all women at that 
session, and each of us felt our maternal instincts awakened as we watched her carefully lay her eggs in 
the soft sand. 
 
And we also knew in our hearts that something very special had happened.   
 
A few days after I returned to Arizona, I received the following from Diana, who had done some delving 
into the world of turtles and totems.  With her permission, I am including this so that each of you can 
share a very sacred moment.  Debbie Gordon captured the mother turtle’s beauty, her green makings 
stark against her black shell. 
 
It is my wish that you will read this and see how intimate it can be when the rawness of primitive nature 
intersects with the awakenings of our lives.  And the blessing of this whole experience is that we knew it 
was a special moment and we rejoiced in the wonder.       ~~  Ann Johnson, Abbot 
 
 
 

Turtle as Totem… 
Motherhood, Longevity, Awaking to Opportunities 

 
Turtles as a species are more ancient than any vertebrate animal.  Although tortoises are land bound, 
turtles live in and around the water. Since the turtle uses both land and water, it is considered a shore 
creature.  In “primitive” cultures, shore areas are the doorway to the “faerie realm” and the turtle is 
often known as a “keeper to the 
doors”.  For example, in the Far East, 
because of this ability to live in two 
different environments, the turtle 
shell was the symbol of heaven and 
the square underside of the shell, a 
symbol of earth.  The turtle is an 
animal whose “magic” can help us 
unite heaven and earth within our 
own lives ... an invitation for the 
blessing of both realms.  Maybe then 
it was not just coincidence that 
momma turtle was found on the path 
to the chapel as we made our way for 
morning meditation, the transition 
point between the “vertical” and 
‘horizontal” planes… between 
“heaven” and “earth”! 
 
Turtle is often associated with the primal mother, Mother Earth, and a reminder that she provides for all 
our needs. In Native American tradition, turtles were associated with the lunar cycle and the power of 
female energy (as Lynn pointed out the community that gathered were all “sisters”).   
  



Because of its great age and slow metabolism, turtle is also associated with longevity.  Long life and 
grounded-ness with life is part of the association.  Turtle does not move fast and seems to know she has 
all the time in the world. Because of this, she can teach us new perceptions about time (reality) and our 
relationship to it.  During the week, how did you experience time?  What have you learned about its role 
in your life? 
 
Turtles hear well and actually sense vibrations in the water through their skin and shell.  They can 
distinguish some colors and have a sense of smell.  Turtle totems hold the mystery of awakening the 
senses – on both a physical and spiritual level.  In being mindful, what sense awakening occurred for 
you? 
 
Contrary to the idea that turtles cannot right themselves when they are upside down, they can use their 
strong neck and head to flip right-side up.  For those with this totem, she may be a reminder to use your 
own head and knowledge to right yourself whey your world feels upside-down.   Is there something going 
on in your life where this is a helpful reminder? 
 
The ability of the turtle to withdraw into her shell may remind us that it is important for us to “go into 
our shell” and only come out when the time is right.  It takes time to deepen our wisdom and to listen to 
the teaching of the heart.  Just as a turtle cannot separate itself from is shell, neither can we separate 
ourselves from our true Self.  In light of last week, when do you need to go into your shell to take time 
out, to meditate, to become reconnected? 
 
Turtles are omnivores, opportunistic eaters.  Often when turtle shows up in life, it is a reminder to pay 
attention or you will miss opportunities.  What opportunities are you being called to pay attention? 
 
Turtles do have a slow metabolism and this can be 
a reminder that our lives have become too hectic 
and we need to slow down, take time for ourselves.  
We may be so busy that we cannot really see what 
is going on.   Or, it may be that we are going too 
slowly, with our head buried in our shell, and we 
need to pick up the pace a little.  What is the pace 
of your life?  What do you need to do at this point? 
 
The turtle lays eggs and then leaves them to 
mature, hatch on their own; the young turtles learn 
to fend for themselves without the protection of the 
parents.  The young turtle must make its way to the 
water without assistance.  This suggests we may 
need to develop self-sufficiency and self-reliance at 
a new level.  Spiritually, water is the great creative 
source we can draw on and live in, but we also have 
to come out of it and apply that creativity with the 
physical world – on land.  How are you being called 
to engage the physical world…remembering there 
are all kinds of creativity? 
 
 



There is also great mysticism about eggs.  The Egyptian god Ra was born of an egg.  In Hindu tradition, a 
golden world egg hatched the Brahma.  In Greek tradition, the orphic egg was the form of the entire 
universe.  The egg is an ancient symbol of both fertility and new birth.  It is a symbol of resurrection and 
has been used as a talisman against evil.  Some people acquire a turtle totem later in life as they go 
specific changes.  These changes can be dramatic, a kind of birth/rebirth process.  Or, there may be a 
gentle assertion of new opportunity to develop self-reliance on some new level and the unfolding of self-
sufficiency begins to occur.  What does the symbolism of eggs….from the afternoon sessions to the 
momma laying eggs…mean for you? 
 
Post-retreat meditations on the turtle from Diana….. (some information extracted from Animal-Speak, 
the Spiritual & Magical Powers of Creatures Great & Small, Ted Andrews.  Photos courtesy of Debbie 
Gordon). 
 

 


