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Abstract

This beautiful, mysterious story has stirred in me for almost half a century now. So, I will give it to you.

It makes me respect the unseen and watch and look at life even more carefully than ever before. It

causes me to wonder. It is given in the hope that education today moves more toward big tent thinking

where students’ eyes widen and teachers share their hearts.

https://spiritualityineducation.org/students-engage-in-community-service/

Keywords: wonder, awe, transformation, holistic education, spirituality

What do you do when something terrible

happens? Do you think of taking care of yourself

first? You should. Then, do you seek the students?

That’s what they want. After trauma, we all seek

predictable, kind environments in each other’s

company, and teachers are nothing less than pure

gold here. Do you constantly love teaching? Or are

you like the rest of us – falling in and out of love?

We teachers need forgiveness, accolades,

compassion, and understanding. How will we get

this? By looking through the eyes of our students!

I don’t know about you, but I went to the school

of hard knocks. When I was very young,

everything looked good. As I got older, not so

much. I guess the hard knocks got to me. Life

brought difficulties, responsibilities, good days and

hard ones, too. Then, I started teaching. The youth

I have taught have given me a fresh start! If I

consciously use their eyes to perceive the world, I

have a window into the beautiful and the good.

Yes, I have to make the effort, but it works. I

believe that it works because the world is

inherently good and the youth are innately wise

enough to know this. They have a spiritual

knowing that is true. They KNOW that the world is

good. So, when I need to reawaken my love of

teaching, I look into their eyes and through their

eyes… and there it is – the knowing that I had

temporarily forgotten. 
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The Unseen.

Helen Keller said, “The best and most beautiful

things in the world cannot be seen or even

touched. They must be felt with the heart.” So

today, I’m going to tell you a story that I told at the

wonderful Rainbow Community School here in

Asheville, NC in 2017. I was guest teaching science

lessons and a science club. One day, we paused

doing science experiments for the following story.

It’s one of my favorites and it was first told to me

in a room full of adults. So, it was told to adults,

but it’s about a story told to children. It comes,

inspired by a story from Laurens Van der Post in

his book The Heart of the Hunter (1961). But I’ve

changed it over the years and for almost half a

century now, I’ve been telling this story to

children. It’s my absolute favorite story. It’s

about the unseen. 

“The Milk Maiden”

Once, there was a story. The story was for adults,

but in the story, you hear about another story that

was told to children. It was told over and over. It

was told by a babysitter in the Kalahari, a

semi-arid desert in Southern Africa. Every time the

babysitter came, the children asked her to tell their

favorite story. Now, I will tell you the one she told

the children.

Once upon a time, there was a young farm boy.

His job was to watch over the cows as they grazed.

Every day, he took the cows to the same place. It

was a pasture up on the side of the mountain.

Over the pasture was a cliff that hung in the air

just above the cows. Every day, the boy brought

the cows and looked up at the rock cliff to wonder

what lay beyond. Overall, he was happy. But then

there came this one different day. Today, the boy

brought the cows to the pasture, as he had always

done, without any knowledge that on this occasion

his life would change forever.

The pasture looked the same. The cows started to

graze as they always did. The boy sat down as he

usually would, but then a singular event occurred.

A rope descended from the rock cliff just above the

pasture. Then, to the boy’s continuing amazement,

a young girl started to climb down the rope. She

was holding a stool and a bucket. 

The boy hid behind a large rock in the pasture. The

girl reached the pasture floor, walked over to the

cows, and sat on her stool, placing her bucket

under a cow, and coaxed the milk from the cow.

When the cow had filled her bucket, she

proceeded to the rope and ascended. The boy

watched with incredulity. The rest of that day and

into the night, the boy wondered about the

strange girl from the cliff above. What was she

doing? Where was she from? Why would she take

the milk from the cows – milk that clearly

belonged to someone else? Finally, after turning

these ideas over and over in his mind, he resolved

to watch and wait for the milk maiden to see if she

would come back. 

She did. The very next day, just after he arrived at

the pasture, she came down the rope and milked a

cow. Then, she left as abruptly as she came.  On

the third day, the boy’s observational focus had

become extreme. He was now making up his mind

that if she came again, he would detain her. He

genuinely needed to find out what was going on. 

She came. The boy leaped out from his hiding rock

and apprehended her.  “What are you doing? That

is the milk of the farmer,” he said, “and you are

just taking it without permission.” The milk maiden

said nothing. She looked intently into the farm

boy’s eyes for what seemed like an eternity, then

simply said, “I will come to live with you, if you
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allow me to go back up the rope once more.”  The

boy did not know what to say. He was not

expecting this. She would live with him? He did not

ask this. He just wanted to know what she was

doing. After all, she was stealing milk. And now,

instead of explaining herself, she said that she

would live with him? So, the boy just stood and

stared. Suddenly, he found his mouth saying,

“Alright.”

So, the girl proceeded to milk a cow and go back

up the rope.  Another day passed, then another.

On the third day, she came back. This time she

climbed down the rope without the milking pail or

the stool. But she did have a small box, about the

size of a book. She came over to the boy and

explained, “I will stay with you as long as you do

not look into this box until I say.” The boy agreed,

and so they lived together in the same room for

quite some time.

On many days, the girl would leave the room and

the boy would stare at the box she had brought

and wonder what it contained, but he never, never

looked inside, until this one day.  She was gone

and the boy could wait no longer. He crossed the

room, opened the box, and looked inside. Afraid

that she would come into the room and see him,

he quickly closed the box and put it back just as it

had been.

The girl came back into the room, looked at the

boy, then the box, then spoke directly to the boy,

saying, “I must leave.” Taking the box, she walked

out toward the setting sun and was never seen

again.

____________________

 At this point the babysitter would always say to

the children, “And do you know why the milk

maiden left?” The she would add emphatically,

“It was not because the farm boy looked into the

box!” Then, with a dramatic pause, she would

finish, “It was because he didn’t see anything in

the box.”

____________________

With that, the babysitter was finished.

Now, I personally need to add something. When I

was told this story, I was in a room of adults. I’m

pretty sure that none of us knew exactly what the

story meant and I’m also sure that we all had the

same questions. First of all, how did she know he

had looked in the box? Was there something or

things in the box? If there was, why didn’t he see

anything? And most of all, why would his not

seeing anything be grounds for her to leave?

This beautiful, mysterious story has stirred in me

for almost half a century now. So, I will give it to

you. I don’t have the answers, but it makes me

respect the unseen and watch and look at life

even more carefully than ever before. It causes me

to wonder. 
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