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In the not-so-sacred Groves of Academe, where female colleagues can 
be less than supportive and male colleagues downright intimidating and 
even devious, Kathleen Davies felt intense pressure to prove herself as 
an English professor. But in the beautiful local cemetery, she found a 
truly sacred landscape that offered not only relief but inspiration. Once 
she was denied the professional success she had dreamed of, her interest 
in cemeteries became an obsession, and her photoshoots with her dog 
all over Ohio evolved into a spiritual quest that led to a surprising self-
discovery. 
 
By turns meditative and lyrical, at times even hilarious, Sacred Groves 
traces a spiritual journey from anxiety and failure to self-acceptance. 
It is a book for anyone who has ever failed to prove themselves, only 
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to discover something far more important than worldly achievement could ever give. It is a story of 
resilience, healing, and salvation and a celebration of the power of landscape to lift our spirits higher.

From the Author

During my first job as an English professor, I often walked my dog in the beautiful local cemetery. As 
a woman, I felt alienated in the male-dominant profession of academia, and so I found it comforting 
to walk there. During one walk, I was pondering how much I had sacrificed for my career when I had 
an a-ha moment: My life is a cemetery! This was the thought that inspired me to write Sacred Groves. 
After I was denied tenure a few months later, I became obsessed with cemeteries. This led me to 
recover something far more precious to me than worldly success, which is why I say that cemeteries 
“saved my soul.”

Discussion Questions

1. Sacred Groves begins with Kathleen’s revelation that her life is a cemetery. Why does she describe 
her life this way? What else does the cemetery represent for her throughout the memoir? How do you 
feel about cemeteries? How did this affect your reading of the book?

2. In the introduction, Kathleen notes that as many as 37% of Americans now describe themselves 
as “spiritual but not religious” and suggests that such people “look for their spirituality wherever they 
may find it.” She found hers in the landscape and symbolism of Victorian Cemeteries. What do you 
think about this do-it-yourself spirituality? How would you define your own spirituality or religion?

3. The foundation of Kathleen’s story is her predominantly negative experience as a woman in a 
male-dominant profession. Do you feel she was discriminated against? Have you had similar experi-
ences? What needs to change for women to have equality? 

4. The “Obelisk” chapter about a student’s threatening letter portrays a negative experience that 
occurred early on. What do you think about how this was handled by those in charge? Would it be 
handled differently today, especially in light of the current Me, Too movement against harassment?
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5. Part I of Sacred Groves builds up to her failure to achieve tenure and promotion; Part II with her 
efforts to heal and accept herself. What are the ways in which she achieves healing and self-accep-
tance? How is her interest in cemeteries helpful? How have you dealt with your own failures and dis-
appointments? Are you resilient in the face of life’s challenges? How do you interpret Carl Jung’s idea 
that “It is what you are that heals, not what you know”?

6. Why is photographing cemeteries, specifically female statues, an important mode of recovery for 
Kathleen? Do you think we need to honor the sacred feminine more in our culture? If so, how might 
we do that?

7. In “The Buried Child,” Kathleen begins to examine the psychological roots of her obsession with 
cemeteries, feeling she was “buried” as a child, despite having basically good, well-meaning par-
ents. Why does she feel this way? Can you relate? Is it possible to heal from such deeply engrained 
wounds?

8. The subtitle of Sacred Groves is “How a Cemetery Saved My Soul.” How did a cemetery save Kath-
leen’s soul? In the context of the book, what does “gathered home” mean? As a metaphor, what does 
“home” mean to you personally?

9. In the epilogue, “God’s Playground,” Kathleen expresses gratitude to God. What does she feel 
grateful for? What life experiences—negative as well as positive—do you feel grateful for? What do 
you think of medieval mystic Hildegard de Bingen’s portrayal of God as a Playmate who “will lead the 
child within [us] on a wonderful adventure” chosen for us? Do you feel you have been led in this way?

10. The heroine’s journey, a key concept in Sacred Groves, suggests that, unlike men, women must 
“descend” on their path toward authenticity and self-actualization. That is, they must reclaim the 
parts of themselves that were “buried” in their quest for achievement in a male-dominant world. Do 
you see a similar pattern of development in your own life? Have you experienced the heroine’s jour-
ney for yourself? 
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