
 

  Neighborhood Natives   

Scavenger Hunt! 
 

 

While we are caring for our human neighbors by maintaining social distance, 

this can be a wonderful time to get to know some of our other neighbors- 

our local botanical and animal friends!  The next time you’re out for a stroll, 

consider taking this guide with you and seeing if you can identify some of 

these common urban and suburban dwellers. 
 

Tag us on instagram and Facebook (@MtnTrue, @CreationCareAlliance) as you share your finds!  
 

□ Oaks 

□ Maples 

□ White Pines 

   □ American Hollies 

□ Violets 

□ Dandelions 

□ Wood Sorrels 

 

□ Native Bees 

□ Cardinals 

□ Robins 

  
“Creation is God’s love made visible, fragrant, tactile, audible, and delectable.”  -Dr. Norman Wirzba 

 

Oaks 
 

Oaks are a broad group of trees that grow all over the world, and 

vary quite a bit.  Most oaks here will have grey to dark brown bark 

with furrows or scales.  Twigs are slender with a cluster of leaves 

(or buds in the winter) at the tips.  If you see acorns, an oak is not 

far away! 
 

Identifying different species can be tricky, but there are two basic 

classifications you can generally narrow down to: red oaks vs. white 

oaks.  The easiest way to tell the difference is in the leaves.  Red 

oaks (to the left)  have more pointed lobes, and if you look very 

closely, you’ll see a hair-like bristle at the tip of each point.  The 

white oaks have more rounded lobes with no bristle tip (as shown 

above). 
 

Did You Know? Acorns are one of the most significant sources of 

food for wildlife.  Furthermore, oak trees are somehow able to 

communicate with others around them and coordinate “high-mast” 

years where they produce a ton of acorns, and “low-mast” years 



where they produce less.  Having low-mast years helps 

keep squirrel and other acorn-eater populations low, 

so that in high-mast years, there are plenty of acorns 

which won’t be eaten and get a chance to germinate. 

Red oaks also keep their acorns on the tree for two 

years, while white oaks drop them every year.  During 

this time, red oak acorns accumulate more tannins- a 

bitter compound that makes them less palatable to 

wildlife (and humans!).  It is observed that red oaks are 

not as good as white oaks at differentiating between 

high-mast vs. low-mast years.  Perhaps this is because 

their acorns are already bitter enough to be passed 

over, while white oak acorns are more tasty!  This is a 

fascinating example of different evolutionary strategies to further reproduction, and a beautiful example of 

communicating amongst non-verbal species for the good of all.  

 

Mindfulness Activity:  In Genesis 18, God appeared to Abraham as 

unexpected visitors under the oaks of Mamre. There, in the heat of the day, 

Abraham gave food, shelter and rest to his guests. By receiving God with 

genuine hospitality and making space for others, Abraham and Sarah were 

blessed with the promise of a son. Take a moment to observe all of the life 

that is supported by this tree, from moss and lichens on its bark to creatures 

living in the uppermost branches.  Like Abraham and the oak tree, how 

might you learn to receive, nurture or shelter others?  

 

Prayer: God of the majestic oak, whose arms like branches are always open to receive us with love, we give 

thanks to you for sister oak. Teach us to give and receive true hospitality. Like her, may we always make 

space for others and nurture one another by our presence. Amen.  

 

Maples 
 

Maples are another group of trees that are found across the 

Northern Hemisphere, with over 100 distinct species in this 

group.  Maples are recognizable by their opposite branching- two 

twigs or leaves will each emerge on opposite sides of the same 

central branch.  The twigs and buds of our native red maples are 

bright red, and they have “fluffy” red flowers in the early spring. 

The leaves tend to have pointed lobes, and the sugar maple is 

featured on the Canadian flag. 

 

Did You Know? The sugar maple is the famous tree responsible 

for making pancakes and waffles syrupy sweet.  However, it is 

not the only tree species that you can make syrup out of.  Many 



trees have a sugar content in their sap that can be carefully boiled down to make a syrup, like black walnut or 

sycamore.  Sugar maples just have some of the highest sugar concentrations! Even still, it can take 40-50 

gallons of maple sap to make 1 gallon of maple syrup. Perhaps these incredible numbers could shift our 

perspective towards truly understanding just how precious and profound this gift from our arboreal friends 

really is.  

 

Mindfulness Activity: In Psalm 119 the Psalmist says of God, “How sweet are your words to my taste!” I have 

often wondered if the same could be said about us by others. Too often, our words can be bitter, unkind and 

devoid of love. Take a moment to reflect on how your words might be received by others. Consider how not 

only your words, but your actions, might declare good news to all the creation.  
 

Prayer: God of the maple, whose words of love are sweetness unto us,  we give thanks to you for brother 

maple. Teach us to be like him, having a sweet and gentle presence unto others.  

 

White Pines 
 

Like oaks and maples, pines are a broad group that span the 

globe, and belong to the statuesque conifer category.  They 

have needles rather than broad leaves, and produce tell-tale 

cones, hence the title conifer.  White pines are unique in this 

region for having long, thin needles that come in clusters of 

five.  Our other native pines have needles in bunches of two or 

three. The Eastern white pine is typically recognized as the 

tallest tree in eastern North America, towering over some 

broadleaf hardwoods in many forests, though few old-growth 

stands of them remain due to excessive logging between the 

18th-20th centuries. Today, just 1% of old-growth, or virgin 

stands, still exist, some of which are protected in the Great 

Smokies National Park. They provide important food and 

shelter for many species, including the red crossbill (among 

many other songbird species) and an abundance of squirrels, 

among others! 
 

Did You Know? White pines are the only native pine to have 

whorled branches- all of the branches for one year of growth 

come out in a ring around the tree at a single height. 



Eventually the tree will lose its lowermost branches, but sometimes you can count how old a white pine is 

simple by counting the layers of branches! The needles and bark are known to contain significant amounts of 

Vitamin C because of their high levels of ascorbic acid, leading to many indigenous communities regularly 

brewing “pine needle tea” for immunity and health. This was also recorded in the historical accounts of many 

sailors as curing scurvy when shared with them by First Nations peoples (see the 1536 story of French explorer 

Jacques Cartier, whose crew owed their lives to the Iroquois after months of nutritional deprivation at sea).  
 

Mindfulness Activity: The white pine engages in seed dispersal primarily by forces of wind. Seeds can travel 

200 feet within a stand and more than 700 feet out in the open. While animals also disperse seeds, wind is the 

primary means used. Take a moment to consider the breath of God, the breeze of God. Stop to consider the 

last time you felt a whisper of whimsical wind upon your face, or in your inner ear. How does the Holy Spirit 

speak to us through this form, this sacred wind? How can we connect to the freedom and goodness of Divine 

Love in the midst of unpredictable swirling and movement? 
 

Prayer:  
Lord, Holy Spirit, you blow like the wind in  
a thousand paddocks, inside and outside the  
paddocks, inside and outside the fences,  
you blow where you wish to blow.  
 

Lord, Holy Spirit, 
You are the sun who shines on the little plant, 
You warm it gently, you give it life, 
You raise it up to become a tree with many leaves. 
 

Lord, Holy Spirit,  
You are the kind fire who does not cease to burn, 
consuming us with flames of love and peace, 
driving us out like sparks to set the world on fire.  
 

– James K. Baxter, ‘Song to the Holy Spirit’ 
 

Also, check out this beautiful song about sacred trees, mountains, and rivers: 

https://ngatiawarivermonastery.bandcamp.com/track/god-you-are-the-mountain  

 
 

American Hollies 
 

American Hollies are rather unique in being evergreen trees with broad 

leaves.  They are well known for their waxy, spiky leaves and bright red winter 

berries. Holly is a popular decoration during the winter holiday season and 

appears in many Christmas carols.  

 

Did You Know?  It is critically important for wildlife to have a source of shelter 

and food in the winter, both of which American hollies provide.  Plant species 

have evolved to provide nutrition that animals need, as a trade-off for 

animals spreading their seeds.  In the summer, many fruits provide higher 

amounts of sugar, while fall and winter fruits tend to be fattier, and less 

sweet. 

https://ngatiawarivermonastery.bandcamp.com/track/god-you-are-the-mountain


 
 

Mindfulness Activity: Growing up, there was a large holly tree at my 

grandparent’s house. I remember every winter admiring how it stood in 

stark contrast to everything around it. While other trees were barren and 

empty, the holly dared to be different, with beautiful bright red berries 

which contrasted against its broad green leaves. Because the holly was 

different from the other trees, it played a special role in providing food and 

shelter for birds and other animals during the harsh winter months. Take a 

moment to appreciate your own gifts that may make you different than 

others, but also uniquely you! Like the holly, you are special, needed and a 

gift to others.  
 

Prayer: God of the holly tree, who calls each of us to use our special gifts 

to be co-creators with you, we give thanks to you for sister holly. Like her, 

may we be brave enough to see our differences as a gift and our diversity 

as a strength. May we always use our gifts in service to others and for 

your glory.  

 

 

Violets 
 

Wild violets are often found in urban and distrubed 

spaces, and provide a beautiful show of purple (or blue, 

or yellow, or white) flowers in the spring.  The rest of 

the year, they can still be recognized by their scalloped, 

heart-shaped leaves.  
 

Did You Know?  While violets are best known for their 

purple blossoms, they can produce a second set of 

cleistogamous flowers.  These flowers may never reach 

the light of day and can complete their purpose 

underground, as they self-pollinate and drop clonal 

seeds into the soil around them as another mechanism 

of survival and reproduction. 
 

 

Mindfulness Activity: Take a moment to consider the violet’s 

cleistogamous flowers. Though these flowers are often never seen, they 

perform an important role in the life of the plant. So often, some of the 

most important things that shape us happen “below the surface,” unseen 

by others until it bears fruit. If we want to notice the profound ways we 

are interconnected and shaped by one another, we will need to pay close 

attention. Only when we pay attention can we begin to appreciate and 

give thanks for the smallest of things.  

 
Photo Source: The Chestnut School of Herbal Medicine 



Prayer: “Now in the spring I kneel, I put my face into the packets of violets, the dampness, the freshness, 

the sense of ever-ness. Something is wrong, I know it, if I don’t keep my attention on eternity. May I be the 

tiniest nail in the house of the universe, tiny but useful. May I stay forever in the stream. May I look down 

upon the windflower and the bull thistle and the coreopsis with the greatest respect...Attention is the 

beginning of devotion.” - Mary Oliver, Upstream  

 

Dandelion 
 

Dandelions are well known and easily recognized by 

their bright yellow flowers, which turn into a white, 

fluffy seed head.  The flowers rise from a leafless 

central stem, surrounded by a rosette of toothed 

leaves. 

 

Did You Know?  The name dandelion comes from a 

mispronunciation of the French “dent de lion,” lion’s 

tooth, used to describe the toothed leaves.  They are 

not actually native, but were brought to North 

America by European colonizers as a food crop.  In 

Europe, dandelions have long been celebrated for 

their medicinal uses, which today are mostly 

attributed to the high vitamin concentrations in 

dandelions that treated underlying nutrient 

deficiencies.  The dandelions are now one of the few 

plants to grow in all 50 states.  

Mindfulness Activity: Dandelions are resourceful 

and resilient. I have often admired their tenacious 

will to survive and grow in the most inhospitable 

places; a crack in the sidewalk or the gutter of a roof. 

Notice where your dandelion is growing and imagine 

all the challenges it might face to be there. What 

challenges do you face and what might you learn 

from the dandelion’s resiliency? Does your dandelion 

have a fluffy seed head? If so, give thanks that even 

in the most difficult of situations, the dandelion 

teaches us that new life can spring up around us and 

be spread far and wide. 
 

Prayer: God of the courageous dandelion, whose 

love is always persistent, we give thanks to you for sister dandelion. Teach us to be like her in the face of 

adversity: strong, resilient and hopeful. May we, even in the most difficult of circumstances, continue to 

spread love and life everywhere we go.  
 
 



Wood Sorrel 
 

Wood Sorrels are a large family of plants that 

are often mistaken for clover.  They have three 

leaves, similar to common clover, but each 

individual leaf is heart-shaped rather than 

teardrop-shaped, with a fold down its midvein. 

The undersides of the leaves are often a 

magical shade of purple with a shimmery finish, 

which is clearer during the evening or morning 

hours when the leaflets are still folded up, as 

they do each night. Their seed pods, which look 

similar to tiny okra, explode several feet into 

the air when they are ripe and ready to 

disperse.  
 

Did You Know?  Wood sorrel contains oxalic acid, which gives it a 

surprising, bright, and citrusy flavour. This makes it a favorable 

topping for salads and other fresh springy dishes, whether 

cooked or eaten raw. (When sampling any wild plant, make sure 

you are with a knowledgeable guide, are familiar with its source 

to avoid contaminants, and triple check your ID!) It also has 

abundant medicinal uses, further supporting the idea that plants 

are meant to be our allies, and coming to know their names is a 

way to more deeply know our friends and fellow creatures.  
 

Mindfulness Activity: Consider all that we miss when we walk 

quickly and do not look up, down, or around. Consider finding a 

“sit spot” and making yourself comfortable there, in silence, for 

two-three minutes. Take a nature journal or piece of paper if you wish and record the many amazing life forms 

you can see on the ground in just one square foot. Or simply notice and marvel at them. (For more on this kind 

of intentional observation, consider Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass or David George Haskell’s The 

Forest Unseen.) What surprises you with its vibrancy, or shocks your palette, like the unexpected tartness of 

the wood sorrel? 

Prayer: “God, give us rain when we expect sun, 

Give us music when we expect trouble, 

Give us tears when we expect breakfast, 

Give us dreams when we expect a storm, 

Give us a stray dog when we expect congratulations, 

God play with us, turn us sideways and around.  

Amen.” 
 

- Leunig, When I Talk to God 

 



 
 

Native Bees 
 

We could spend years trying to differentiate all of our native 

bees!  Squash bees, carpenter bees, sweat bees, bumble 

bees… the list goes on and includes hundreds of species.  If 

you’re looking at a large, fuzzy bee, it’s probably a bumble bee 

(pictured to the right) or a carpenter bee (larger with a 

broader head).   Very small, very fast bees may be sweat bees. 

Bees flying before dawn are likely squash bees. They all have 

specific and wonderful adaptations for carrying pollen, which 

makes them all the more incredible. These overlooked and 

undervalued creatures are a great subject for continued 

research!  
 

Did You Know?  Domesticated honey bees are certainly amazing and play a huge role in our agricultural 

system, producing honey and pollinating a few crops. However, our native pollinators are often far more 

effective at actually pollinating plants, especially plants that are good for our bodies, making it not just an 

ecology concern, but an interconnected issue of community 

health! It becomes a question of what are we giving to 

pollinators? And what kind of pollinators are we giving plants? 

Are we fostering the flourishing of multiple species? For 

example, blueberry pollen is tightly held in the flower, and 

honey bees have a hard time accessing it.  Our native 

Southeastern Blueberry bee (shown to the left)  gets around 

this issue by vibrating its muscles and shaking the pollen loose 

through what is called “buzz pollination.”  These bees can 

perform this feat for 50,000 blueberry flowers in their 

lifetimes. (For more information, check out the work of Bashira 

Chowdhury, a pollination ecologist with the Bee Biodiversity 

Initiative, headquartered at Auburn University...“Through this 

project, we’re trying to cultivate a biocultural connection to 

the land that would support pollinators and support us.”)  
 

Mindfulness Activity: After your next meal, pause to contemplate what living creatures contributed to the 

growth and production of the ingredients in what you ate. If you can, make a drawn web or list that connects 

different animals, insects, and plants involved before those items got to your plate. Can you count them? 

What pollinated a particular fruit or vegetable you ate? What microorganisms under the ground might have 

supported root growth? What fed the cow or chicken or pig or goat that provided meat or milk? In this way, 

mindful eating invites us into gratitude and wonder that can enliven the tastes of our food, and our awe at the 

processes that nourish us. 
 

Prayer: God of intricacy, of interconnection, of food webs, of complexity, of unique ecological adaptations, 
we thank you for all that we cannot see or understand upon first glance. We are overwhelmed by the 
invisible processes that guide the living world of which we are apart. Awaken our hearts and our minds and 



our bodies to these golden threads of love. We eat only out of this love, and we ache to return to it again 
and again. Bring us back. Remind us of buzzing blueberry bees and sap beetles and yucca moths. Amen.  

Cardinals 
  

Cardinals appear in both North and South America, and are 

well known by birders and sports fans alike.  Male 

cardinals are strikingly red, while females are soft brown 

with red tinges.  Both have dark faces and bright red 

beaks.  They make loud, metallic “chippy” sounds that may 

help identify them before you even pull out the binoculars 

(look this up- you’ve probably heard it!).  They love 

backyards, bird feeders, low shrubs, and forest edges. 
 

Did You Know?  While humans have a single voice box, 

birds such as the Cardinal have a syrinx, which can produce 

two sounds at once.  The cardinal uses one side of the 

syrinx to produce the lower end of its musical range, and 

completes the high notes with the other side.  Talk about 

talent! 
 

Mindfulness Activity: In many faith communities the cardinal 

represents the fire and vitality of the living Spirit. It’s little wonder 

because these magnificent creatures always seem to be bursting with 

life--from their vibrant colors, playful demeanors and joyous birdsong. 

Take a moment to admire how the cardinal uses all its gifts and the 

whole of its being to praise God. God desires us to be like the cardinal, 

loving God and others with the entirety of our being. Consider how 

you might love others and bring joy to the world with the whole of 

yourself.  
 

Prayer: God of the vibrant cardinal, whose love animates our spirit 

and fills our lungs with life, we give thanks to you for brother 

cardinal. May we be like our brother and praise you with the whole 

of our being, using the gift of who we are to sing our song of joy.  

 
 
Robins 
  

Robins, while less brightly colored than cardinals, have a distinctive orange belly that contrasts with their dark 

upper body.  They stand fairly upright, and flick their tails before taking flight.  Robins have a beautiful, 

multi-part song that stands out from many others. 
 

Did You Know?  Robins typically overwinter in warm areas like Florida and Mexico, and can be found in Alaska 

and Canada in the summer months.  However, a few robins have been spotted across the pond in Britain over 

the years- talk about a long flight!  They are often seen cocking their heads as if listening- and in fact are able 

to hear earthworms beneath the ground! 
 



Mindfulness Activity: Bonaventure tells a story about St. Francis in which he wonders whether he should 

retire from the world to live a life of solitude and prayer or go out into the world to preach the gospel. The 

response he gets is to go forth and preach the good news. Immediately, Francis sets off to do so. Encountering 

a flock of birds, he begins to share with them the good news, exhorting the birds to praise God their Creator. 

The birds showed their joy by extending their 

wings and brushing against him as if they were 

dancing. I find this story remarkable because 

rather than heading to the nearest village to 

preach to the people, Francis begins with God’s 

smallest creatures, reminding us not only of 

their divine worth, but that the good news is 

good news to the entire creation! Consider how 

you might be like Francis and proclaim good 

news to the creation by your words and actions. 

 

Prayer: God of the robin, whose words of life 

are good news to the entire cosmos, we give 

you thanks for sister robin. Like her, may we 

respond with joy to your words of life. Come in 

close and speak to us once again so that we 

may fall in love with you and the creation once 

again.  

“If we fall in love with creation deeper and deeper, we will respond to its endangerment with passion.” 
-Hildegard of Bingen, 12th century Christian mystic, poet and visionary.  

 

Created and edited by Rhys Burns, Kevin Bates, and Emma Childs 

Thank you for joining us in this journey of neighborhood discovery!  Follow us on social media 
for more ideas on how to connect with Creation during these uncertain times. 

 



 


