
ben mikaelsen touching spirit bear
Ben Mikaelsen's Touching Spirit Bear is a powerful novel that has touched the hearts of
many readers since its publication in 2001. This poignant story follows the journey of a
troubled teenager named Cole Matthews, who is forced to confront his inner demons after
being convicted of a violent crime. Set against the backdrop of the rugged Alaskan
wilderness, the narrative explores themes of healing, forgiveness, and the importance of
connecting with nature. In this article, we will delve into the key elements of the book, its
characters, themes, and the impact it has had on readers and educators alike.

Overview of Touching Spirit Bear

Ben Mikaelsen’s "Touching Spirit Bear" is much more than just a coming-of-age story; it is a
profound exploration of personal growth and redemption. The plot centers around Cole
Matthews, a 15-year-old boy who is sent to a remote Alaskan island as part of a circle
justice program after brutally attacking a classmate. Instead of serving time in juvenile
detention, Cole is given a chance to heal, both physically and emotionally, through a
process known as "restorative justice."

The Setting

The novel is primarily set in the vast, untamed wilderness of Alaska, an environment that
serves as both a character and a catalyst for Cole’s transformation. The isolation of the
island forces Cole to confront his feelings and the consequences of his actions. Some key
features of the setting include:

The Island: A remote location where Cole has to survive on his own, providing him
with a chance to reflect and grow.

The Spirit Bear: A rare and mystical bear that symbolizes strength, healing, and the
connection between nature and humanity.

The Weather: The harsh conditions of the Alaskan wilderness serve as a metaphor
for Cole's emotional struggles and the challenges he must overcome.

Main Characters

"Touching Spirit Bear" features a variety of compelling characters who contribute to Cole’s
journey. Some of the most significant characters include:



Cole Matthews: The protagonist who struggles with anger, violence, and a troubled
past.

Garvey: Cole’s probation officer who believes in the power of healing and helps guide
him through the restorative justice process.

Peter: The boy Cole assaulted, who embodies the pain and consequences of Cole's
actions.

The Spirit Bear: A pivotal character that represents transformation and serves as a
source of wisdom and strength for Cole.

Themes Explored in Touching Spirit Bear

The novel is rich with themes that resonate with readers of all ages. Some of the most
prominent themes include:

Redemption and Forgiveness

Cole’s journey is fundamentally about seeking redemption for his past actions. Throughout
the story, he grapples with guilt and seeks forgiveness not only from Peter but also from
himself. The narrative emphasizes that forgiveness is a powerful tool for healing.

Connection with Nature

Mikaelsen highlights the importance of nature in the healing process. Cole’s time on the
island allows him to connect with the environment, leading to moments of introspection
and growth. The natural world serves as a teacher, helping him develop a sense of respect
and responsibility.

The Power of Choices

The story underscores the idea that every choice has consequences. Cole's initial choices
lead him down a path of violence and despair, but as he learns to make better decisions, he
begins to change his life for the better.

Anger and Its Consequences

Cole’s struggle with anger is a central focus of the novel. The author delves into the
reasons behind his violent behavior and explores how unresolved emotions can lead to



destructive actions. Cole learns that acknowledging and processing his anger is essential to
his healing.

Impact and Reception

Since its release, "Touching Spirit Bear" has gained widespread acclaim from educators and
readers alike. It is often included in school curricula due to its powerful themes and
relatable characters. Here are some of the reasons for its positive reception:

Educational Value: The novel serves as a discussion starter on topics such as
bullying, violence, and the importance of emotional intelligence.

Relatable Characters: Many readers find Cole’s struggles relatable, which allows
them to connect with the story on a personal level.

Encouragement of Empathy: The book encourages readers to empathize with
others, fostering a deeper understanding of the impact of one’s actions.

Critical Acclaim

"Touching Spirit Bear" has received numerous awards and honors, including the 2002
International Reading Association Children’s Book Award. Critics praise Mikaelsen’s ability
to weave a compelling narrative that is both engaging and thought-provoking.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Ben Mikaelsen's "Touching Spirit Bear" is a remarkable novel that offers
profound insights into the human experience. Through the journey of Cole Matthews,
readers are encouraged to reflect on their own choices and the importance of healing and
forgiveness. The book serves as a reminder of the power of nature, the complexities of
anger, and the potential for redemption. Its lasting impact on readers and its educational
value make it a timeless story that will continue to resonate for generations to come.
Whether read in a classroom setting or enjoyed independently, "Touching Spirit Bear"
remains a vital piece of literature that inspires personal reflection and growth.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' by Ben
Mikaelsen?
The main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is the journey of healing and redemption. It
explores how trauma, anger, and isolation can be overcome through personal growth,
forgiveness, and connection to nature.

How does the character Cole Matthews change
throughout 'Touching Spirit Bear'?
Cole Matthews undergoes significant transformation from a troubled and aggressive youth
to a more introspective and compassionate individual. Through his experiences on the
remote Alaskan island, he learns about responsibility, the impact of his actions, and the
importance of community and forgiveness.

What role does the Spirit Bear play in the story?
The Spirit Bear symbolizes strength, healing, and the power of nature. It represents Cole's
inner struggles and serves as a catalyst for his transformation, teaching him important
lessons about respect, humility, and the interconnectedness of all living things.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?
The setting of the remote Alaskan island is significant as it provides an isolated
environment for Cole's healing process. The wilderness challenges him physically and
mentally, forcing him to confront his emotions and learn survival skills, ultimately
facilitating his personal growth.

How does Ben Mikaelsen incorporate Native American
culture in 'Touching Spirit Bear'?
Ben Mikaelsen incorporates Native American culture through the inclusion of traditional
beliefs, practices, and the concept of Circle Justice. The story highlights the importance of
cultural heritage, storytelling, and the spiritual connection to nature, reflecting the values
of the Tlingit people.

What lessons does 'Touching Spirit Bear' teach about
anger and forgiveness?
The novel teaches that holding onto anger can be destructive, both to oneself and others. It
emphasizes the importance of forgiving oneself and others as a pathway to healing. Cole's
journey illustrates that true forgiveness requires understanding and empathy, and that
letting go of anger can lead to personal freedom.
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