
CONNECTIONS

CONNECTIONSCONNECTIONS

Weirdos
Jennifer Davis
jenniferdavisart.com

food+soul • design+inner life • judaism+spiritual growth •  history+new traditions • nature+community

	 september / october 2019  spiritualityhealth.com  19



From the 
Temple,  
for the Temple

the 1,700-year-old tradition of Korean 
Buddhism. No animal products 

should be used, and every meal must 
be completely organic and local, grown 

by monks in nearby temples, and flavored 
only by natural ingredients. These restric-

tions encourage a path to enlightenment and 
ensure nourishment and health for the physical body. 

In temples, each meal is an opportunity for monks to 
practice balance and steer away from greed. They must per-
form a prayer before eating, then proceed to take only what 
their body needs— not too little, not too much. Eating itself 
is an exercise in mindfulness, equilibrium, and meditation. 
Not even a single grain of rice is wasted, as water is poured 
into the bowls and drunk along with any residual food. 

“Buddhist ideas say we must show appreciation to the 
many hands that touched the rice, and to nature because it 
created the rice. We should show appreciation to the rice 
itself because it is technically sacrificing itself for our sur-
vival,” says head chef Kim Ji Young. “Rather than focusing 
on your desires and your hunger, and thinking [the food] is 
so delicious, you focus on appreciating these values.”

Of course, in a restaurant setting maintaining these 
values and the principle of zero waste is a bit more difficult, 

and one of the dilemmas Kim acknowl-
edges Balwoo Gongyang faces. To battle 
this, the staff encourages people to ask 
to taste ingredients they are unsure 
about and to “eat slowly and taste the 
food.” Doing so helps people appreciate 
the meal not only for its exquisite fla-
vors but for the nourishment it brings 
to the body. The shift in mentality from 
overindulgence to spiritual contempla-
tion allows for less food to be wasted 
and for a richer experience for diners. 

The restaurant offers five seasonal 
menus, each of which consists of six or 
seven courses. Prices range from the 
equivalent of about $30 dollars to sev-
eral times that. Free from preservatives 
and artificial flavors, grown with time 
and love, and kept fresh by proximity 
to their source, the ingredients used 
in each menu seek to stimulate the 
senses and foster awareness. Roots play 
a strong role, boiled or fried to achieve 
different textures, as do pickled 
vegetables. 

Temple food’s austere rules can be 
challenging, Kim admits, especially 
in the winter when the variety of food 
the monks are able to grow dwindles. 
But this challenge is also what brings 
her joy, allowing her to be mindful and 
grateful to (not just for) the ingredients 
she does have available. These strict 
restrictions seem to help creativity 
flourish, as familiar ingredients attain 
new tastes. Shiitake mushrooms, for 
example, gain a firm texture, almost 
mimicking meat, with bursts of flavor 
within their wrinkles. 

Before finding her life’s purpose in 
temple food, Kim claims her cook-
ing was a bit more fed by ego, fired by 
the desire to make food people liked. 
Of course, she still wishes to make 
delicious dishes, but her approach is 
quite different. “It’s kind of a mater-
nal instinct,” she says. “You make the 
food [thinking] ‘Would it be digestive? 
Would it taste good? Would it comfort 
[the people who eat it]?’”

Her intentions are not in vain. After 
a meal in Balwoo Gongyang, one feels 
full and satisfied, but mostly clean, as 
if the food and the ritual it entails have 
purified the body and spirit.   S&H

MARIANA ZAPATA takes you inside a one-of-
a-kind restaurant where the food is spiritual 
nourishment

VISITORS IN SEARCH OF an ac claimed monastic meal in 
Seoul might be surprised to find that the directions to the 
Balwoo Gongyang restaurant lead them not to the beauti-
ful Jogyesa Temple, but to the concrete building in 
front of it. 

Once inside, however, it all starts to set in. 
The decoration is tastefully austere. Rooms for 
private dining are separated by wooden and 
paper doors. In the open dining room, a slow 
murmur of conversation hums, barely audible. 
The words for a pre-meal chant hang on the 
walls of each room. 

Balwoo Gongyang is unlike any other res-
taurant—in a temple or otherwise. The establish-

ment, run by the 
Jogye Order of Korean 
Buddhism, is wholly 
unconcerned with profit. 
Its purpose is to share 
temple food and its spiritual 
principles with the world. 
Other temples also share 
temple food with guests, 
but Balwoo Gongyang is set 
apart because it specializes 
in food that is usually served 
in special occasions and that 
lay people normally wouldn’t 
experience. It has earned 
a Michelin Star for three 
consecutive years. 

Temple food is a specific 
gastronomy connected to 

Five pungent 
vegetables are 

forbidden in Korean 
temple food because 

of their perceived role in 
hindering spiritual practice 

and meditation: garlic, 
onion, green onion, leeks, 

and chives.
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Head Chef Kim Ji Young

 Top: View of Jogyesa Temple from Balwoo 
Gongyang. Above: Rice, soup, and side dishes.
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Build a  
Compassion  
Cell Garden
FOR THOSE OF US not affected directly by violence, a per-
centage of whatever measure of peace and joy we find in life 
is taxed away by ever-present news of senseless slaughter.

Terror’s nightmarish images linger in our souls like the 
stench of dead fish washed up on a gorgeous beach. We live 
with anxious anticipation of the next tragic headline and 
fear that the world might ultimately descend into crazier 
and scarier scenarios. It’s easy to feel helpless.

All the news about terror cells made me reflect on the 
human biological system. When harmful cells enter the 
bloodstream, they are swarmed by helpful cells. 

I imagine a world in which human beings join together  
in a worldwide immune system response, acting as compas-
sion cells.

To make this dream a bit more real, I designed what I 
call a compassion cell garden. I built it with my wife and 
children in our backyard. A few years earlier, I’d simply 
mowed the shape of it in the yard to get a sense of whether 
I’d be crazy to build it. That version, the kids said, looked 

like some sort of crop circle. I think it’s come a long way 
since then.

When I spend quiet time in our compassion cell garden, 
I experience what I suspect the Roman philosopher Juvenal 
felt when he wrote: “Never does Nature say one thing and 
wisdom another.” 

As a poet and psychologist, everything for me has two 
levels of meaning: manifest and symbolic. On the manifest 
level, the compassion cell garden is a beautiful setting for 
walking meditation, quiet journaling, or coffee and con-
versation with a friend. I love watching the day’s first rays 
of sun light up the water vapor steaming off the pond on a 
crisp morning. I smile when I see a frog hop into the pond. 
We didn’t see their kind around in the twenty years prior to 
building the pond—an amphibious version of “build it and 
they will come.” The sound of the babbling fountain seems to 
calm my brain and remind it that my species was drinking 
from streams for millions of years before we invented bot-
tled water. As wonderful as all of that is, it was the symbolic 

level that motivated the creation of the garden.
The compassion cell garden seen through a drone’s 

camera lens speaks to me of the oneness of all human 
beings. From the drone’s higher vantage point, the sixteen 
gardens around the central fountain and pond symbolize 
the many nations, cultures, races, and religions of the world. 
The aerial view of the garden shows that humanity’s sub-
groups are separated by our different pathways. Only when 
we lift our perspective above our own group consciousness 
can we see the beauty of the whole and realize that all of our 
paths emanate from a central oneness.

How we treat ourselves, our intimate partners, our 

KEVIN ANDERSON CHALLENGES YOU 
TO TAKE A WALK AND TAKE A STAND.

The fountain at the 
garden’s center 
symbolizes self-
compassion. If I cannot 
practice kindness and 
gentleness with myself, 
I will not spill over with 
abundant compassion 
for the rest of human-
kind. Self-compassion 
is the central energy 
source for any contri-
bution I can make to a 
more peaceful world. 

The pond around the 
fountain represents 
the inner circle of my 
life—my wife, children, 
extended family, and 
friends. We hope our 
closest relationships 
will be our haven in 
a chaotic world, but 
they are sometimes 
the hardest place to 
practice compassion.

The first ring of gar-
dens beyond the pond 
represents the next 
layer of my life—the 
people I can impact in 
my work and my small 
social circles. When I 
walk that part of the 
garden, I am reminded 
that the world is not 
best divided into “loved 
ones” and “not loved 
ones.” 

The outer ring of 
gardens represents 
the larger groups to 
which I belong—my 
city, nation, religious 
tradition, and so on. 

The mown pathways 
that extend beyond the 
garden’s outermost 
circle represent how 
the self-compassion I 
cultivate at the center 
can ripple out not only 
to those in my inner 
circle, to those I work 
with, and to people in 
larger groups that are 
part of my identity, but 
to the whole world. 

I imagine the paths 
extending beyond the 
garden to be rays going 
out from the light of 
compassion I want to 
be in the world. 

children, and the people we work for or with are the 
primary ways we can be a compassion cell in our troubled 
world. Every individual, couple, family, religious commu-
nity, business, and civic group can choose to be a small part 
contributing to the good of the whole, a compassion cell in 
humanity’s immune system response to terror.

I invite people all over the world to consider building 
a compassion cell garden in their yards, on their church 
grounds, or in local parks. If even one person reading this 
article decides to build a compassion cell garden, then my 
theory that the spiritual work we do at the center of our 
lives can ripple out to the world will be validated—and 
so will all the time and sweat that went into creating our 
garden! Consider that an invitation and a challenge—and 
please email me pictures when you build your garden.

Kevin Anderson, Ph.D. is a psychologist, writer, and speaker in 
the Toledo, Ohio area. His latest book is Now is Where God Lives: 
A Year of Nested Meditations to Delight the Mind and Awaken the 
Soul. He can be reached at KevinEAnderson7@gmail.com.

IN MY CHRISTIAN UPBRINGING THE EMPHASIS WAS

ALWAYS ON HELPING OTHERS, BUT FOR ME, “AS

YOURSELF” HAS BECOME THE MOST IMPORTANT

PART OF “LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.”

CONNECTIONS
design+inner life

22  	spiritualityhealth.com  september / october 2019 	 september / october 2019  spiritualityhealth.com  23



7 Spiritual Lessons 
from a Thief 
VICTOR M. PARACHIN DRAWS PARALLELS BETWEEN THE 
APPROACH OF A THIEF AND SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

DURING THE 18TH CENTURY, Rabbi Zusya of Hanipol was 
traveling through the Ukraine on a unique and important 
mission. He was carrying a significant amount of money 
with which he planned to release captive Jews held prisoner 
by Cossack militias. On his way he stopped at an inn for the 
night. Because the innkeeper had stepped out for a few min-
utes, the rabbi walked through the public rooms and, in one, 
saw a large cage containing a variety of birds. Studying them 
carefully, he realized the creatures wanted to be free. 

 Rabbi Zusya spoke to himself: “Here you are walking 
to free prisoners, but what greater ransoming of prisoners 
can there be at this present moment than to free these birds 
from their prison.” So he opened the cage and the birds 
eagerly flew out into freedom. 

 When the innkeeper returned and saw what the rabbi 
had done, he became enraged, screaming: “You fool! How 
could you have the stupidity to rob me of my birds and make 
worthless the good money I paid for them?” Rabbi Zusya, 
knowing the innkeeper to be an observant Jew, responded: 
“You have often read and repeated these words in the 
psalms, ‘The Lord is good to all, he has compassion on all he 
has made.’” (Psalm 145:9, New International Version) That 
response only further infuriated the innkeeper, who physi-
cally attacked the rabbi before throwing him out of the inn. 
The account concludes that the rabbi “serenely” continued 
on his way. 

 Rabbi Zusya was an early and highly influential Hasidic 
rabbi. Though he never authored a book, his teachings were 
collected and recorded by his students, who appreciated his 
unique ability to glean lessons from all aspects of life—the 
good and the bad. On one occasion when he learned that a 
synagogue had been burglarized, Zuysa met with his stu-
dents and used that incident to teach them seven spiritual 
lessons from a thief. Here are the rabbi’s seven lessons from 
a thief, matched with insights from Buddhism. 

1 BE DISCREET. A thief works quietly without others 
knowing, and developing one’s spiritual life requires 
activities which are largely solitary: prayer, medita-

tion, study, meeting privately with a spiritual teacher. 
When time is not made for these spiritual practices, there 
will be no spiritual advancement. “It is our duty to find the 
time and space, no matter how cramped and difficult our 
circumstances may be, to outgrow our immaturity and grow 
into our inherent loveliness. In this way we incline our life 
toward wisdom and compassion,” says Ajahn Sumano, a 
Buddhist monk. 

2 BE FEARLESS. Just as a thief is willing to take risks 
and place himself into an uncomfortable situation, 
spiritual evolution requires courage to overcome hesi-

tation and fear. It means becoming a spiritual warrior and 
tapping into inherent courage. In his book, One Dharma, 
Joseph Goldstein shares this personal experience: “Some 
years ago, I was facing a situation of immense difficulty 
in my practice. For weeks, great pain and anguish perme-
ated my experi ence. At the very lowest time, in a moment 
of hopeless despair, when any effort at all seemed impos-
sible, the word ‘courage’ suddenly appeared in my mind,” he 
writes. He continued repeating the word “courage” over and 
over in his mind as a mantra. “Each time the word sounded 
in my mind, I could literally feel my heart grow stronger ... 
what had been intolerable a moment before became com-
pletely acceptable.” 

3 BE MINDFUL. Just as a thief pays attention to specif-
ics, it is being mindful to the smallest of details that 
can result in the largest spiritual gains. Thich Naht 

Hanh writes: “Mindfulness, the capacity to be here, to wit-
ness deeply everything that happens in the present moment, 
is the beginning of enlightenment.” 

4 BE PATIENT. Just as a thief can take months evaluat-
ing and preparing before seeing results, spiritual 
growth is a gradual, cumulative, experience. Patience 

is a sign of wisdom, just as the ability to wait for a desired 
result is an indicator of spiritual maturity. “To become 
Buddhas, we need to practice patience. There’s no way to 
become a Buddha if we can’t be patient and tolerant,” says 
American Buddhist nun and author Thubten Chodron. 

5 BE ENTHUSIASTIC. Just as a thief is eager, excited 
by the results his activity will produce, commitment 
to spiritual evolution must be combined with enthu-

siasm for the process. Zen priest and teacher Judith Ragir 
notes: “One of the most difficult of the obstacles to enthu-
siasm is the tendency we all have to be lazy.” She explains 
there are three types of laziness which must be overcome 

so that inertia doesn’t erode enthusiasm: our inherent 
tendency to want ease in our life; our attachment to worldly 
activity, which takes away from our focus on spiritual prac-
tice; and “the laziness of discouragement ”  

6 BE OPTIMISTIC. Just as a thief is completely 
confident he will succeed in his endeavor, pursu-
ing spiritual expansion ought to be based on a 

strong foundation of self-confidence and trust that the 
teachings are a reliable guide on our journey. Meditation 
teacher Sharon Salzberg shares this Buddhist insight about 
confidence and trust: “In Pali, the language of the original 
Buddhist texts, the word for faith is sadd ha. While some-
times translated as ‘confidence’ or ‘trust,’ the literal mean-
ing of saddha is ‘to place your heart upon.’ When we give 
our hearts over to a spiritual practice, it is a sign of faith or 
confidence in that practice.” 

7 BE PERSISTENT. Just as a thief tries again and again 
when one attempt doesn’t work out, the same perse-
verance must be applied to spiritual growth, espe-

cially when the process feels dry and empty. Persistence is a 
powerful virtue, one consistently acknowledged by spiritual 
teachers. Some examples include:  

Hsing Yun: “The importance of patience and persis-
tence to the success of any endeavor cannot be empha-
sized enough.” 

Koun Yamada: “No matter how high the mountains 
of the great dharma are, no matter how deep the sea of 
ignorance is, they will be as nothing before a boundless 
spirit of determination.” 

Buddha: “Those who really seek the path to enlighten-
ment dictate terms to their mind. They then proceed 
with strong determination. Endurance is one of the 
most difficult disciplines, but it is to the one who 
endures that the final victory comes.” 

Rabbi Zusya’s lessons from a thief are a powerful reminder 
that the world is our teacher. We are here to learn from 
everything life brings us and through those experiences 
grow, evolve, and experience freedom. Master Cheng Yen 
offers the same perspective when she states: “Everything in 
this great universe is a lesson for us to learn. Everything is 
part of the dharma and moral cultivation.”  S&H 

Shapeshifter
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JUST AS A THIEF PAYS ATTENTION TO SPECIFICS,

 IT IS BEING MINDFUL TO THE SMALLEST OF DETAILS

THAT CAN RESULT IN THE LARGEST SPIRITUAL GAINS.
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The Thirst for Spirituality and 
the Rise of Witches 
Staff writer JULIE PETERS explains why witchcraft appeals to so many people—
but witchcraft isn’t as simple as something something. 

I AM A WITCH. Well, sort of. I like to follow the moons and 
cast spells, little intuitive rituals where I write down my 
wishes and burn them over candle flames. I’m  not really fol-
lowing any particular tradition. 

When I was a little girl, I’d go to church with my family 
on Sundays. We’d listen to stories about Jesus and sing badly 
with the choir. Sometimes I found myself filled with a sense 
of the numinous, a delicious feeling that some divinity was 
there with us in the room. 

But the doctrine of the Christian church didn’t really 
make sense to me. The myths of this religion didn’t have 
many women in them—poor Mary had to hold it down 
as a rare representation of feminine devotion, and she 
was an impossible virgin. Mary 
Magdalene was rarely mentioned 
in the church services because she 
was the opposite of Mary, a shame-
ful whore. 

I moved farther from the 
church as I grew older and learned 
what people had done in the name 
of Jesus. Scores of people have 
been murdered for believing in 
something else. Children have 
been secretly abused by priests for 
generations while church authori-
ties covered it up. Young men and 
women have been disowned from 
their families for daring to love 

Witch, Silvia Federici explains how the witch hunts were 
deeply intertwined with the shift from feudalism to capital-
ism and the concurrent massive increase in wage inequality 
and patriarchal norms that oppressed women. 

Most often, women were accused if they held any knowl-
edge about the female reproductive system. Village healers 
had strategies for contraception and abortion. These were 
the witches. 

In their book, Ehrenreich and English point out that the 
witch craze was not some random episode of mass hysteria. 
“Rather,” they write, “it followed well-ordered, legalistic 
campaigns, initiated, financed, and executed by Church and 
State.” The witches weren’t targeted randomly. These were 
the women who resisted. 

Before the witch-hunt era, women held jobs of all kinds. 
They were bakers, alemakers, smiths, doctors, even sur-
geons. The capitalist structure required that these women 
give up their lives to the service of creating children, the 
future labor force. Ehrenreich and English write, “There 
is fragmentary evidence—which feminists ought to follow 
up—suggesting that in some areas witchcraft represented 
a female-led peasant rebellion.” These witches were not 
practicing some specific religion. They just wanted some 
bodily autonomy and the right to keep their jobs. It’s a battle 
women today are still fighting.

When I started learning more about the witch hunts, I 
wanted to believe that some “true” feminine religion 

was being suppressed. I wanted to believe that women of 
the time held power in their hands—magic even— that was 
being wrested away. I wanted the remnants of that tradition 
to have survived somehow. I wanted to tap into this powerful 
feminine magic.

Sadly, there is no such tradition. The witches who were 
hunted during the reign of terror were pretty much exclu-
sively Christian, even though they were often accused of 
worshiping Satan. There’s no evidence they were practicing 
some sort of consistent nature-based feminine religion. 
Ehrenreich and English explain, 

“Today most scholars seem to agree that the beliefs of 
women who were executed as witches cannot be differenti-
ated from those of the rest of the population, and most were 
avowedly Christian. Some pagan religions or remnants 
did survive in places but the connection between this and 
women accused of witchcraft remains unclear.” 

This was disappointing for me. As I turned away from 
the Church and its masculine doctrines, I needed new 
places to connect to my spirituality, to feel that sense of the 
numinous. I craved a different way of believing in some-
thing. Wicca offered a solution, but it wasn’t the ancient, 

someone of the same sex. Sex itself is still hated and feared 
in the church. Physical pleasure is shoved down into some 
dank armpit of theology, and shame is taught instead. 

I doubt this is what Jesus would have wanted for us. Jesus 
probably would have wanted us to love and accept each other 
and have lots of pleasurable safe sex. But that’s how religion 
goes—sometimes it structures itself around the men who 
interpret it, not its own deepest principles. 

One particular group of people were especially targeted 
by the Christian historical patriarchs: women. My people. 

The witch hunts began in the late 1400s as capitalism 
was just beginning to be born. The murder and torture 

of mostly women rose in intensity 
between 1560 and 1630 in Europe 
and North America and continued 
on in some form into the 1800s. 
That’s four centuries. Hundreds of 
thousands of people were burned 
at the stake, hanged, punished, 
or brutally tortured. As Barbara 
Ehrenreich and Deirdre English 
point out in their study on witches 
in history called Witches, Midwives, 
and Nurses, eighty-five percent of 
the victims were female. 

Today when people bring up a 
witch hunt, they’re usually talking 
about a white man who is feeling 
persecuted. Why don’t we talk about 
the witch hunts as what they were: 
a centuries-long campaign of terror 
against women? 

In her book Caliban and the continued on page 28
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pre-Christian tradition I wanted it to be. It was developed in 
England in the 1940s and 1950s, popularized by a white guy 
named Gerald Gardner.  

Still, the concept of witchcraft holds some magic for me. 
Even if it’s mostly a fiction, I wanted a lineage of rebellious 
women who held some power in their hands. And I’m not 
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alone: the number of people in the U.S. 
who identified themselves as Wiccans 
rose from 8,000 to 340,000 between 
1990 and 2008, according to a Trinity 
College survey. Around 1.5 million 
people call themselves Wiccan or 
Pagan in the U.S. today. 

Many of these witches are, like 
me, white post-Christians. Our white 
ancestors stole the traditions of 
other cultures, colonized their land, 
enslaved their people. We are not 
proud of this history (at least, most of 
us). But we do crave ritual, commu-
nion with the divine, and connection 
with others. White people like me 
often feel shame about the spiritual 
traditions we’ve inherited. We want 
something more, something else. We 
are thirsty for spirituality. 

So some of us white witches try to 
feed our souls with spiritual food from 
other cultures. We cherry-pick from 
indigenous cultures without learning 
the intimate 
details of 
what our 
lifted sym-
bols mean. 
We buy 
witch starter 
kits from Sephora neatly packaged in 
pretty colors. We sage our houses after 
our boyfriends break our hearts and 
make voodoo dolls of them that we can 
stick vindictively with needles. 

But when we do this, when we steal 
from other cultures to slake our spiri-
tual thirst, we are unwittingly repeat-
ing the very violence we are trying 
to get away from. White Christian 
history involves a lot of appropriating, 
colonizing, taking without listening. 
When we pick and choose symbols 
and practices from cultures we know 
nothing about, we are repeating our 
learned intergenerational tradition of 
stealing without asking. 

Humans have always traveled to 
distant lands, picking up knowledge 
from other people and making babies 
whose DNA spans the globe. Cultural 
exchange has been happening ever 
since there have been cultures. We 

cling to our ideas of race and culture 
because they matter to us on some 
level, but they are, in many ways, 
fictional. We made them up in order 
to create those hierarchies and power 
dynamics that some of us still benefit 
from. 

Even if ideas of race are fiction, 
they matter. The power dynamics 
that exist in our culture today are not 
fictional. 

So does this mean white witches 
like me must turn away from the pos-
sibility of a loving spirituality that 
honors the feminine and respects the 
natural world? I don’t think so. I think 
ritual and shared traditions can be 
deeply healing. They can help teach us 
empathy and how to move away from 
the wrongs of our forefathers. It’s a 
good thing to learn from other cul-
tures when we do so with humility and 
honor. If we can find a way to be honest 
and respectful about our shared tradi-

tions, they can 
help us slake our 
spiritual thirst 
without hurting 
anyone else.

White women 
like me are turn-

ing to witchcraft because it is a story 
that is still so open to interpretation. 
There is space for us to invent what 
this new tradition means. We can 
imagine a religion that worships at 
the feet of a feminine god, that aims 
to protect the natural world, and that 
gives women power. We can follow 
the moon and write down our wishes 
and burn the paper over salted water 
and feel that we are connecting to 
something that is free of suppression, 
violence, and slavery. 

Of course, we’re not free of this 
history. We are not tapping into some 
true religion that existed in some 
naive “before” those things existed. 
But we are tapping into a different 
kind of magic that truly does belong to 
us: the power of the rebellious woman. 

Our foremothers were violently 
burned, hanged, and tortured. They 
did not have magical powers beyond 

continued from page 27

those of human women like us. They 
were rising up against their oppres-
sors. They were refusing to accept 
the Christian patriarchal capitalist 
paradigm. We may not be left with 
some specific magical tradition, but 
something still remains: that rebel-
lious instinct. 

So I cast spells with the moon 
phases. I reflect on my desires, my 
power, the choices that I have in my 
life that my foremothers made pos-
sible for me. I use items that I have in 

my house. I work with the elements of 
water, fire, earth, and air. I make it up 
as I go along. Sometimes I do it with 
friends. I don’t know if this is the best, 
most respectful way to quench that 
thirst for spirituality. But I do know 
that these little intuitive rituals help 
me. They keep me connected to what 
matters to me, and they help me feel 
my spirituality in a way that is whole 
and connected. I know that they give 
me a certain kind of power. That’s 
plenty of magic.  S&H

Push Pull
Jennifer Davis

jenniferdavisart.com

WE ARE TAPPING INTO A DIFFERENT KIND OF

MAGIC THAT TRULY DOES BELONG TO US: 

THE POWER OF THE REBELLIOUS WOMAN.
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WALKING INTO a FEAST event is like entering into a dream 
state. The venue is never the same but it is always sensu-
ous, with thoughtful touches like hand-drawn calligraphic 
menus and a glass of kombucha gracefully placed into your 
hands as you enter. Each detail is curated and filled with 
meaning. Entering into the world of FEAST is entering into 
the presence of magic, or rather, the magic of presence. 

The way founder Amanda Robson speaks about FEAST is 
similar to how yoga teachers speak of yoga and meditation 
teachers talk about meditation. There is the practice, and 
then there is how that practice expresses itself in the rest of 
your life. “We can go in and be as 
focused on natural beauty as pos-
sible,” explains Robson, “but then 
it’s a matter of looking at how we 
can bring that back to our waking, 
functioning life.”

“Everything is so overwhelming 
right now,” she continues, “both 
politically and societally. There are 
so many ways for us to get discour-
aged, worried, or fear based. If we 
start at a communal level, almost 
village style, by having healthy 
relationships, promoting inspiring 
connections, and encouraging each 
other to dream, to me that feels like 
one of the more productive ways for 
me as a creative to use my energy. 
Communal gatherings are one way 
we can cultivate something that can 
expand and grow and have a greater 
impact.”

maker talent on Maui.” Through her FEASTs, she is able to 
highlight, collaborate with, and celebrate these individuals 
who are “putting their love continually into creating some-
thing filled with integrity and magic.” Amanda includes the 
small-scale flower and food farmers that she collaborates 
with in that definition, along with ceramicists, calligra-
phists, chefs, and visual storytellers.

“My original inspiration was to create a gathering cen-
tered around celebrating food culture and creativity in a 
slow, beautiful way,” explains Robson, “and my number one 
creative muse is nature. With FEAST, I try my best to sup-
port the concept of slow food and slow flower via farm-to-
table menus and locally grown floral design. Conversations 
with local food and flower growers about what will be 
in season during the time of an event guide my creative 
process.” 

“Story is also paramount when I start work on a FEAST 
event. I need to know what is at the heart of a celebration 
before I start the creative process. Once I have my nucleus of 

A Slow Feast
S&H’s KALIA KELMENSON slows down to explore FEAST, a 
sensual, sumptuous gathering that encourages a community to 
connect, create, and dream.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY 
 MYKLE COYNE

Raised in the Hawaiian islands, Robson left the sun-
kissed and salt-laden shores to study at the California 
Culinary Institute in San Francisco. In Los Angeles, she 
took a deep dive into creative direction in the film and stage 
industries. There, she could have anything she wanted 
delivered to the set, but a connection to the source was 
missing. 

When Robson returned home to Maui, she wasn’t sure 
what kind of creative community existed there. “I knew 
there would be amazing, beautiful people, but I was so 
delighted and taken aback at the creative, artisan, and 

continued on page 32

CONNECTIONS
nature+community

 Top: View of Jogyesa Temple 
from Balwoo Gongyang. Above: 

Rice, soup, and side dishes.

According to Robson, a FEAST 
can be a fête for the gut. Eating in 
community is one of the best ways 
to improve digestion. “It can even 
be eating with just one or two other 
people. There is this incredible dif-
ference in how we digest food when 
we are by ourselves as opposed to 
when we are sharing a meal with 
someone or in a group—even if the 
quality of the food itself isn’t great. 
There is information that goes back 
and forth between the brain and the 
tummy and the heart. Then on top 
of that, you add good food, and it all 
amplifies.” Table for two please.
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an idea, theme, or intention, forming a team of artisans that 
align with the concept is the next most important step.”

The seed of this experience is when Robson makes the 
connection with a farmer, chef, or artisan. “One of the 
nurturing parts of FEAST for me is the human interaction. 
Before the event itself, I’m going to every farmer, cerama-
cist, and calligraphist. We share that exchange; I get to hug 
them, kiss them, thank them. I get to hear stories about how 
their lives interweave with their creative process. FEAST 

has allowed me this sweet sound-
ing board to bring attention 

to the fact that there are 
these amazing people 

doing amazing things 
in our community. 
Maybe it will help 
other people to sup-
port them as well.”

continued from page 31

This human interaction is part of what makes FEAST 
so unique and delightful. Robson says that “thoughtful-
ness” most inspires the guests. “Taking the time to cultivate 
mutual intention with my artisans before we get to work 
on a celebration ensures a certain quality of sincerity and 
authenticity in every element of the experience.” 

In addition to thoughtfully prepared food and decor 
that delights on every level, each FEAST includes a creative 
activity. Weaving flower crowns, creating wreaths for the 
holidays, and designing vision boards have all had their 
place at the FEAST table. Sitting elbow to elbow, guests 
chat and laugh with each other, sharing the whimsy of their 
designs along with the raw materials they are made from. 
The experience is an invitation to be fully immersed in 
the senses. It’s a deeply mindful process without any overt 
direction to be mindful. 

At the heart of Robson’s personal practice is Vedic medi-
tation. She has been practicing for over seven years. She 

does so daily, for 20 to 30 minutes every morning and after-
noon. She calls this the “non-negotiable part of my day. It 
allows me access to a place of neutrality, a simple state with 
no negative or positive stimulus. It’s like a realignment with 
my truest nature twice a day.” She also practices yoga three 
times per week. Honoring the cycles of nature, she balances 
the intensity of her creative projects with “time and energy 
for self-care and family.”

Robson honors the modern-day village that has sup-
ported her vision for FEAST. “Since my first FEAST four 
years ago, I’ve been amazed by the sincere enthusiasm and 
support from the community. I hold deep gratitude and 
respect for the guests that take part and the artisans that 
contribute their love and craft to each celebration. Without 
our guests and artisans, FEAST is simply a concept. It’s the 
brilliant humans taking part that give it life.”   S&H 

FEASTs are typically 
held four times a year, 

and are based on a seasonal 
theme. Followers are notified 

by email invitation. They sell out 
quickly, often within hours. The 

size of the group is generally quite 
intimate, with around 30 spaces 

available for each event.

 Top: View of Jogyesa Temple 
from Balwoo Gongyang. Above: 

Rice, soup, and side dishes.
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