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The Ancestor Shrine sits on the 

north-facing slope of the canyon, 

in a converted pottery kiln. The 

kiln itself was built by Tom Collins 

and was used in the work of many 

celebrated potters over the years, 

including Toshiko Takaezu, Otto 

Heino, and Paul Soldner. While the 

exact timing of when it transformed 

from working kiln to ancestor shrine 

is unclear, we do know that the 

original kiln was built after a fire in 

the late 1980s. Later, with the help 

of Leslie Roberts and a host of 

others, the kiln became a shrine—a 

place for people to leave photo-

graphs, remembering and honoring 

those who have passed, including 

many of the beloved teachers from 

around the world who have taught 

at The Ojai Foundation. In 2017, the 

Thomas Fire destroyed the neigh-

boring pottery studio and the new 

kiln. Despite the shrine’s east-facing 

door—open to the Santa Ana winds 

that drove the Thomas Fire—after 

the fire passed through, all of the 

photographs, few of which had 

frames, remained intact.

The Ancestor Shrine
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Our gratitude to Lola Rae Long, 
one of the many talented potters to 
grace the ridge, for sharing stories 
about this shrine. Thanks also to 
Laura Lochrane for continuing to 
tend and add her touch of beauty.

PHOTO CREDIT: LAURA LOCHRANE



COMING OUT OF THE FOG

The Executive Stewardship Circle (ESC)  
Brendan Clarke & Sharon Shay Sloan, Co-Directors, 
David Bryan, Board Chair

The Ecology of Time

There is an old saying: “Necessity is the mother of 
invention.” Our world is changing. Things are not what 
they were, even a few years ago. We are being asked 
to do something that the natural world around us 
does constantly, yet that we humans often find quite 
challenging: change. There is grief in this, yet there is 
creativity too. After all, it is compost that enriches the 
garden for the year ahead, and succession that gives 
rise to redwood forests.

As the voices, human and otherwise, get louder in their 
calls for change, we each, individually and together, 
have the chance to live into and create what comes 
next. And this we must, for scientists and Indigenous el-
ders all seem to be saying the same thing: We are the 
ones with the opportunity, and the responsibility, 
to make the necessary changes.

The Ojai Foundation is a nonprofit, but beyond that, 
it is a dream, and a prayer. In a world built on speed, 
isolation, and growth, it offers slowness, community, 
and simplicity. As we come out of the fog—of the fire, 
of Covid-19, of the forgotten and erased histories, and 
of the trappings of our civilization—we are left with the 
question: what now?

Unable to operate in our familiar ways, we have done 
what we can to serve the dream, to respond to, and 
invent the responses as best we can. This has includ-
ed a focus on land restoration; earthen building; The 
FIRE Fellowship; offering sanctuary; time with students, 
families, and young children on the ridge; and relation-
ship building with the local community, especially local 
Indigenous, Black, and Latinx communities. This has 
included acts of tending and repair, restoring shrines, 
fire clearing, ceremony, and bringing down the old 
lodge. And, of course, this has included council: under 
the tree, online, through trainings, in partnership with 
Bioneers, and in our lives.

In the lived council—of each moment, each day, and 
each year—we offer these stories, and listen for yours. 
So too, we listen for those stories untold, unheard, or 
overlooked, that we may, as we rise above the fog, 
come to see whole mountains we’ve never even imag-
ined.

With deep gratitude and humility,
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After over 30 years of practicing sweat lodge at The Ojai Foundation, we 

marked the completion of an era of ceremony on the land this past March: 

We ceremonially and physically closed and removed the lodge. The day was 

met with mixed emotions, as we both celebrated the incredible ceremonies 

and opportunities for personal and group transformational experiences, and 

acknowledged there had been missteps and harms done as we charted our 

course with this practice. First gifted by Wallace Black Elk, many teachers 

came and offered their ways over the decades, and both the ceremony and 

physical lodge changed with them. In March, a small group of long-time 

lodge tenders—and practitioners, in one way or another—gathered to hon-

or the teachers, the healing, the learning, the harms and challenges, and 

the complex fullness of the history. One question that arose was, “What are 

the ceremonies that we will engage and offer in the future?” This question 

has deeply informed our process of reimagining our Youth Retreats, and the 

fruits are just beginning to be harvested.

TENDING DOWN THE LODGE

Andrew Soliz

Barrett Eagle Bear

Blue Thunder

Bob Sorel

Emerald North

Erika Gagnon

Elissa Zimmerman

Gilbert Manchego

Jack Zimmerman

Jesse Jessup

Jill Townsend

Joan Halifax

Joe David

John Dowling

Lessert Moore

Loren White

Lucia Vinograd

Mahalena Payson (in memoriam)

Mark Tollefson

Paul Perrotta (in memoriam)

Tudor Marinescu

Wallace Black Elk

Zack Terry

As part of honoring where 

we have been, and where 

we have come from, we 

have compiled as complete 

a list as we can compile of 

water pourers who shared 

their gifts at TOF. A lodge 

requires far more than just 

a water pourer, and we of-

fer our sincere thanks to all 

who brought this ceremony 

to life in the ways they did.

WATER POURERS

4  •  THE OJAI FOUNDATION



In early 2020, TOF, in partnership with Youth Passageways, launched 

The FIRE Fellowship. FIRE is a resilience training focused on the 

intersection of leadership, spirituality, social justice, and nature 

connection, tailored to emerging young leaders from diverse back-

grounds. The inaugural year of this fellowship was indelibly marked 

by the global pandemic, as well as the social justice uprisings 

following the murder of George Floyd. In keeping with so many of 

the teachings of resilience itself, we were forced to adapt. Though 

the shape of FIRE changed significantly, we were still able to meet 

many, if not all, of the original intentions, including intergeneration-

al mentorship, initiatory work, council, and more. Of particular note 

are the fellows’ service projects, each supported by a $2,000 grant. 

These ranged from gardens to wellness packages, cycling pro-

grams to gender equity education, and helped extend the impact 

of the fellowship to reach literally hundreds of people. We offer our 

deep gratitude to all those who supported the launch of FIRE, from 

funders to community supporters. We look forward to seeing what 

is built on this foundation.

“I am eternally grateful for you sharing 

this opportunity, because I don’t know 

when else—what time, or what year—I 

would have had access to something like 

this, where I got to spend time with the 

land … where things were more clear to 

me … when time didn’t exist.”

~ ‘20/21 Fire Fellow
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The global pandemic and social uprisings of 2020 left no 

stone unturned or person unchanged. In a time of such 

profound loss and palpable grief, it felt necessary and urgent 

to cultivate more spaces of connection and community for 

Black people. Amber Deylon and Alea Wade envisioned an 

organization that would facilitate the generational healing 

of Black people. It was their dream to create programs that 

offer healing practices in support of connection, community, 

nature-connection, resilience education and prioritize equity 

and access for Black communities impacted by historical and 

current systems of racial and social oppression.

Mentored by their teacher, Irasha Talifero, Blk Crcl held its 

first healing circle on June 14, 2020, in Ojai, CA. With spon-

sorship from Light and Space Yoga, Amber coordinated 

six monthly events. And in February 2021, through Alea’s 

partnership as a FIRE fellow with The Ojai Foundation, Blk 

Crcl hosted the first of now eight community circles and two 

retreats at The Ojai Foundation in upper Ojai. May the heal-

ing continue.

BLK CRCL
By: Alea Wade
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BLK CRCL PHOTO CREDITS: ALEA 
WADE, AMBER DEYLON, CHRSTINE 

WILLIAMS & IRASHA TALIFERO 



LAND RESTORATION

In December 2020, we bade farewell to three board members who had offered deep service to TOF: Laura 

Lochane (formerly Whitney) served as Board Chair for more than a decade; Simone Noble and Vaikko Allen 

supported the organization through the challenging times of initial fire recovery, and so much more. All three 

stepped out to focus on what would come next in their lives. In January 2021, we welcomed six new members 

to the Board of Directors, tasked with carrying on the complex work of navigating the unknown futures for TOF. 

Each has their own long history with the organization, through distinct avenues, and each offered their will-

ingness to roll up their sleeves and enter the unknown. We are excited to welcome aboard (from left to right): 

Elena Ríos, Mario Johonson, Yamin Chehin, Ilarion Merculieff, Tyrone Sandaal, and Alan Mobley.

WELCOMING NEW BOARD MEMBERS

This summer, for the second time since the Thomas Fire, we welcomed goats to the land as part of 
our stewardship. We worked with Shepherdess Land & Livestock, Inc., a local grazing outfitter whose 
ranch can be seen from the top of the ridge. The goats were herded up by foot from their work at 
the Besant Hill School. Over most of a week, the 215 goats and sheep cleared old dry brush, poison 
oak, starthistle, and shrubs. They opened up space for plants to breathe as the post-fire succession 
continues, fertilizing the land, and also granting us access to clear dead brush and fire ladders, and 
refurbish and expand our rainwater catchment earthworks. To date, we have had next to no rain this 
year, so we are doing all we can to prepare the land for it when it comes, while simultaneously looking 
for local and regional practices and partnerships to deepen our collective resilience.
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This Tonantzin shrine has been a place of gathering for various 
communities and for various purposes. One of the communities 
called to this place is that of Kalpulli Mayahuel, a community of 
Danza Azteca Chichimeca from the Santa Barbara and Ventura 
counties whose name represents the abundance of the land that 
is signified through the many uses of the rich maguey plant. The 
love emanating from this shrine first called the danzantes from 
Kalpulli Mayahuel to host a ceremony to Tonantzin Tlalli/Our Lady 
of Guadalupe in December 2019. After noticing some wear and 
tear to the shrine, they proposed to help restore it, together with 
the TOF staff. 

The first gathering to begin the restoration work called for a sun-
rise ceremony, which began with an opening blessing from Chu-
mash elder Julie Tumamait-Stenslie, followed by a ceremony from 
Japanese Shinto Priest Hiroji Sekiguchi. This moment of ceremony 
and reflection created a container of spiritual clarity for the res-
toration work that followed over the course of three gatherings. 
These gatherings corresponded with the addition of each of three 
layers of lime plaster, culminating in a “fresco” wash. Amidst a 
strong spiritual presence, and at the conclusion of the first day of 
work, it became evident to Kalpulli Mayahuel that the shrine could 
be known as a teocalli, the Náhuatl word for a ceremonial center 
or a temple (téotl – Creator/the divine; calli – house/home) which 
is the original name used for what has come to be known as the 
“Aztec pyramids.”
 
The restoration work gifted participants with new knowledge of 
sustainable restoration practices, as well as with new and renewed 
friendships. This site is to become the location for the 2021 cer-
emony to Tonantzin Tlalli, which will be again hosted by Kalpulli 
Mayahuel and TOF in December.

Restoration of a Shrine, Birth of a Teocalli

As we work to restore the 

land, share practices, and 

build community, we look 

and listen for how best to 

welcome families and young 

children. Here, children and 

families helped restore yet 

another essential installation: 

the labyrinth.

By: Idalia Robles De León



PROJECT SPOTLIGHT: 

Founded and led by Kenyan national Nicholas M. 

Syano, Drylands Natural Resources Centre (DNRC) is a 

locally registered NGO whose primary goal is to pro-

mote sustainable development of the dryland regions 

of Kenya to bring about improved livelihoods for the 

marginalized communities and people living there. 

The organization equips subsistence farmers in dry-

lands with the training and materials to restore their 

degraded lands and address the challenges of defor-

estation, falling agricultural yields, failing livelihoods, 

water scarcity, loss of traditional knowledge, and 

climate change through permaculture and agro-eco-

logical best practices. DNRC is currently working 

with 800 households (about 4,200 people) and 12 

schools (about 3,000 pupils) in the drylands of Kenya 

in Makueni County, Mbooni East. The Ojai Foundation 

serves as a fiscal sponsor for this project.

Top left: DNRC staff training local farmers

Middle: Students picking up trees to plant at their school

Bottom left: Farmers picking up trees to plant at their farms

By: Nicholas Syano
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SPONSORED PROJECTS

Amid the pandemic and fire recovery, TOF has 

had limited capacity to offer many of the di-

rect services it has in the past. One aspect of 

our work—supporting mission-aligned projects 

through fiscal sponsorship and organizational 

mentorship—has expanded, and continues to 

do so. 

Drylands Natural Resources Centre

PHOTOS PROVIDED BY: NICHOLAS SYANO

2020–21 Sponsored Projects:
• Africa Fund

• Drylands Natural Resources Centre

• Malinane Organic and Permaculture 

Farm

• The Trainers’ Mentoring Circle

• Ways of Council/Global Council Web

• Wheel of Life Society
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FINANCIAL REPORT
The timelines for decision making seem to get closer and closer 
to the present moment. Gone are the times for five-year plans, 
as new information seems to drastically change the landscape 
every month, sometimes every day. As we look forward from 
this place, a few goals remain clear:

—Continue to provide sanctuary to those in need, from 
water bowls set out for the animals on the ridge in times 
of drought, to partner organizations in need of spaces and 
places to be. This includes sanctuary for students, who more 
and more find themselves on screens, indoors, and isolat-
ed, as we look to welcome school groups back to the land 
this fall, as we did this past spring. We also are looking to 
provide access to land for local groups, specifically Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), and others who 
have traditionally faced barriers in these respects.

—Tend to the land as best we can, living the ethic of: Leave 
it better than you found it. While our long-term tenure 
remains uncertain, our love and care for the place are unwav-
ering. We are using the natural building techniques to patch 
and repair old structures, caring for the trees and plants, har-
vesting rainwater, and removing that which no longer serves 
in its current form.

—Engage processes of inner work and reflection at the level 
of the organization and the broader community. One center-
piece of this process is the Council and Social Equity Inquiry 
Project, designed to explore council practice with a Justice, 
Equity, Diversity & Inclusion (JEDI) framework.

—Listen for what programming is needed now, including 
expanding our fiscal sponsorship, supporting the adaptation 
of school-based rites-of-passage programming, and re-envi-
sioning The FIRE Fellowship, following the inaugural cohort.

LOOKING AHEAD

After several years of closure due to the Thomas Fire, 

TOF was scheduled to reopen for public program-

ming at the exact time that the state’s first Covid-19 

stay-at-home order was issued (March 2020). Since 

that time we have been on the roller coaster of 

altered daily life and limited operations due to Covid. 

The financial summary below shows a significant net 

loss due to limited operating capacity imposed by 

the pandemic. Immediately following the Thomas 

Fire, we received an outpouring of financial generosi-

ty that has helped to keep us afloat amidst mounting 

financial pressures. We have netted significant losses 

each year since that time. The continued generosity 

of donors, streamlined operations, program income 

from online and reimagined programming, long-

term fire recovery reserves, and federal government 

support through the Paycheck Protection Program 

have been the cornerstones of our financial survival. 

Even with this essential support, like so many of us, 

our financial health lies in the hands of forces largely 

out of our control. Looking ahead, program income is 

expected to significantly increase in the coming year, 

Covid permitting. Even with this projected increase, 

the coming year will require us to continue to simplify 

and adjust our form to meet the moment. We know 

that this is a time of great need, and for our part we 

are doing our best to offer what we can, and ask for 

what we need, when we need it, and to otherwise 

rely on the generosity of those who have resources to 

share. Thank you to all who have supported us and 

helped to sustain The Ojai Foundation through trying 

times.

*This publication precedes the year-end audit
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Friends and allies who contributed any amount

Our Deep Gratitude

Amazon Smile Foundation

Ananda Fund

Delray Lighting, Inc.

Dudnick Deetwiler Rivin and Stikker LLP

Justine K Epstein Governance Trust

Liberty Hill Foundation

Network for Good

PayPal Giving Fund

ProThera, Inc.

RSF Social Finance – The Sparks Fund

RSF Social Finance AnJel Fund

SC&A Insurance Services, LLC

Scheerer Family Foundation

School of Lost Borders

Seeley W. Mudd Foundation

Susan Morse Lebow Trust

The Bishop Family Foundation

The Julio R Gallo Foundation

The Schick Foundation

Tides Foundation

Triskeles Foundation

William E. Simon Foundation, Inc.

WWW Foundation

Agnes Baddoo

Aimee Bloom

Alexis Slutzky

Alice Boher

Anne & Stuart Gordon

Anthony Vollering

Ariel Ledlie Moody

Barbara Moreno

Beth Lenholt

Bill & Diane Csellak

Bradly Jacobs

Brendan Clarke & Sharon Sloan

Camille Ameen & Ira Ingber

Christian Kohler

Christoph & Mary Enderlein

Clare Crespo

David & Ruth Rosner

Debra Reed

Denise Rabinovitch

Diane Sanson

Erin & Vance Selover

Evelyn Kuo

Fleet Maull

Grant Abert

Hans & Annika Gruenn

Herbert Lengenfeld

Idoline Scheerer

Jane Carroll

Jeanne Crawford

Jeanne Feeney

Jeannette Rothweiler

Jeannie Daly-Gunter

Jim Hopkins

Jody St Joseph

Judith Piazza

Katalin Bognar

Katharine King

Katrina Espiritu

Kim, Lois, & Emily Alford

Lana & Ken Brody

Laura Sturza

Lauryn Morris

Leahe Swayze

Lynn & Lane Darnton

Lynnelle Wilson

Marcia Capparela

Marcin Whitman

Mark Simon

Marty McDonald & Sara Slater

Mic Chan

FOUNDATIONS & 
ORGANIZATIONS

Naomi Baker

Neil Martin

P Lyn Middleton

Pamela Stones & John Birsner

Paul LeVasseur & Bonnie Mennell

Paul Magoulas

Rachel Levy

Rhoda Walter

Richard & Lois Reinis

Robert Reinis

Roberta Wingfield

Ronit Weintraub

Roxanne Rosensteel

John & Ruth Souza

Sarah Vaill

Sherise Lee

Simone Butler

Stacey Moss

Steve Costa & Kate Levinon

Susan Morse Lebow

Thomas Schaefer

Tom Nolan & Peggy O’Brien

Tyler Suchman

Vaikko Allen

Wendy Emrich

Elna Tsao
Jane Parkes
Joshua Nelson & Meredith 
Kaplan
Justine Epstein
Krystyna Jurzykowski
Laura Whitney
Maxwell Milton
Patrick & Nancy McCabe

Adam & Kara Rhodes
Anthony Locke
Caryn O’Neill
Charles Casey
Chris & Mervyn Engel
Constance Packard
Cornelia Holden
David Bryan
Ellie Lanphier

Friends and allies who contributed $1000 or more
Rob & Kelila Heller
Roger & Margot Milliken
Ron & Tova Claman
Steve & Mara Feig
Thompson Bishop
Victoria K Mudd
Virginia Coyle & Win Phelps
Weston Milliken
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Staff 
Brendan Clarke
Co-Director 
Sharon Shay Sloan
Co-Director
Mike Wiatt
Land /Fac. Manager
Mariah Simpson
Ops Manager

Board of Directors
Alan Mobley
Brendan Clarke
David Bryan 
Elena Ríos
Ilarion Merculieff
Kristin Worthe 
Mario Johonson
Sharon Shay Sloan
Tyrone Sandaal
Yamin Chehin

Program 
Facilitators 
Alea Wade
Ani Samaha
Doug Adrianson
Irasha Talifero
Judy Piazza
Marc Rosner
Peter Cameron

Guardians
Gigi Coyle
Krystyna Jurzykowski
Orland Bishop

Advisors
Julie Tumamait-Stenslie



P.O. Box 999
Ojai, California 93024-0999

timeless wisdom ~ timely action

For  more  in format ion :    www.o ja i foundat ion .org   •   805 .646 .8343   •   contact@oja i foundat ion .org

T H E  O J A I  F O U N D AT I O N

OUR MISSION
To foster practices that awaken 
connection with self, others, 
and the natural world.

OUR VISION
A thriving, peaceful planet filled with
community, connection, and care.

CORE VALUES
Deep Listening • Relationship  
Respect for All Life • Truth  
Simplicity • Gratitude • Beauty  
Service • Lineage • Story
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