ben mikaelsen touching spirit bear

ben mikaelsen touching spirit bear is a compelling novel that explores themes
of redemption, healing, and the power of nature. Written by Ben Mikaelsen,
this young adult book tells the story of Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager
who encounters a mystical white bear on the remote Alaskan island where he 1is
sent as part of a Native American circle justice program. The narrative
delves into Cole’s emotional and physical journey as he confronts his past
actions and seeks forgiveness. This article provides an in-depth analysis of
the novel’s plot, characters, themes, and its significance within young adult
literature. Additionally, it examines Ben Mikaelsen’s writing style and the
impact of the novel on readers. Readers interested in understanding the depth
and message of Touching Spirit Bear will find this comprehensive guide
informative and engaging.
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Overview of Touching Spirit Bear

Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen is a novel that centers around Cole
Matthews, a violent and angry teenager who is sentenced to a year on a remote
Alaskan island as part of a restorative justice program. This unique approach
to justice, inspired by Native American traditions, aims to rehabilitate
rather than punish. The story follows Cole as he battles both external and
internal conflicts, including a life-threatening encounter with a spirit
bear, which becomes a pivotal moment in his transformation. The novel
highlights the importance of self-reflection, accountability, and connection
to nature.

Plot Summary

The plot begins with Cole Matthews being sent to the remote island after
severely assaulting a peer. Instead of traditional jail time, he undergoes
circle justice, a healing approach that involves the victim, offender, and
community. On the island, Cole is left alone to survive, face his fears, and
confront his anger. A significant event is when Cole is mauled by a rare



white bear, known as the Spirit Bear, which forces him to reassess his life
choices. Throughout the story, Cole learns valuable lessons about
forgiveness, respect, and inner peace.

Setting and Context

The novel’s setting in the remote wilderness of Alaska plays a crucial role
in the narrative. The isolation and harsh environment symbolize Cole’s
emotional state and provide a backdrop for his transformation. The natural
surroundings also emphasize the theme of healing through connection with
nature. In addition, the cultural context of the Native American circle
justice program introduces readers to alternative approaches to justice and
rehabilitation.

Main Characters and Development

Character development is central to the narrative of Touching Spirit Bear.
Ben Mikaelsen crafts complex characters that evolve throughout the story,
particularly focusing on Cole Matthews and his interactions with other key
figures. The relationships and character arcs underscore the novel’s messages
of redemption and growth.

Cole Matthews

Cole is the protagonist whose journey forms the core of the novel. Initially
portrayed as angry, violent, and unrepentant, Cole’s character gradually
softens as he confronts the consequences of his actions. His encounter with
the Spirit Bear is a turning point that initiates his path toward healing.
Cole learns to take responsibility, develop empathy, and find strength in
vulnerability.

Peter Driscal

Peter is the victim of Cole’s assault and plays an important role in the
circle justice process. His willingness to participate in restorative justice
and eventually forgive Cole serves as a powerful example of healing and
reconciliation. Peter’s character highlights the importance of forgiveness
and the impact of compassion on recovery.

Garvey and Edwin

Garvey, a parole officer, and Edwin, a Native American elder, act as mentors
and guides for Cole. They support his journey and introduce the principles of
circle justice. Their presence emphasizes the themes of guidance, cultural



respect, and the importance of community support in the rehabilitation
process.

Themes and Symbolism

Ben Mikaelsen’s Touching Spirit Bear is rich with themes and symbolic
elements that deepen the narrative’s impact. These themes explore human
emotions, cultural values, and the relationship between humans and nature.
Understanding these elements is essential to appreciating the novel'’s
message.

Redemption and Forgiveness

At the heart of the novel is the theme of redemption. Cole’s journey is one
of recognizing his wrongdoings and seeking to make amends. Forgiveness, both
from others and oneself, is portrayed as a vital component of healing. The
story illustrates that true change requires honesty, humility, and time.

Connection with Nature

The Spirit Bear symbolizes the power and spirituality of nature. Cole’s
interaction with the bear and the wilderness reflects a deeper connection to
the earth and its cycles. Nature serves as both a teacher and a source of
strength, helping Cole to transform physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

Circle Justice and Cultural Respect

The concept of circle justice is a recurring theme that challenges
conventional punitive systems. It promotes accountability, healing, and
community involvement. The novel highlights Native American cultural values
such as respect, balance, and restoration, encouraging readers to consider
alternative approaches to justice.

Healing and Personal Growth

The narrative emphasizes that healing is a process requiring patience and
effort. Cole’s physical injuries mirror his internal wounds, and his recovery
mirrors his personal growth. The story underscores resilience and the
possibility of change even after severe trauma.



Ben Mikaelsen’s Writing Style

Ben Mikaelsen’s writing style in Touching Spirit Bear is notable for its
vivid descriptions, emotional depth, and accessibility. His approach
effectively conveys complex themes while appealing to a young adult audience.
The style contributes significantly to the book’s enduring popularity and
educational value.

Use of Descriptive Language

Mikaelsen employs detailed and sensory-rich descriptions of the Alaskan
wilderness, creating an immersive experience for readers. The natural
environment is depicted with clarity and reverence, enhancing the novel’s
thematic focus on nature as a healing force.

Character-Driven Narrative

The story is deeply character-driven, focusing on Cole’s internal struggles
and transformation. Mikaelsen skillfully portrays emotions such as anger,
fear, and hope, allowing readers to connect with the protagonist’s journey.
The narrative voice balances tension and empathy effectively.

Incorporation of Native American Elements

The author respectfully integrates Native American culture and philosophy,
particularly through the concept of circle justice and the symbolism of the
Spirit Bear. These elements add cultural depth and provide educational
insights into indigenous practices and beliefs.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication, Touching Spirit Bear has received critical acclaim and
has been widely used in educational settings. Its themes resonate with
readers facing challenges related to anger, trauma, and personal growth. The
novel’s impact extends beyond literature into social and cultural
discussions.

Educational Use

Touching Spirit Bear is frequently included in school curricula to promote
discussions on restorative justice, emotional intelligence, and environmental
awareness. Teachers value the novel for its ability to engage students in
meaningful conversations about responsibility and healing.



Critical Acclaim

The book has garnered positive reviews for its powerful storytelling and
thought-provoking themes. Critics praise Mikaelsen’s ability to address
difficult topics with sensitivity and authenticity, making it a significant
contribution to young adult literature.

Reader Response

Readers often report feeling inspired and moved by Cole’s transformation. The
novel encourages self-reflection and empathy, making it a popular choice for
young adults dealing with personal challenges. Testimonials highlight the
motivational aspect of the story and its relevance to real-life situations.

Key Reasons for the Novel’s Success

Relatable and multi-dimensional characters

Engaging and accessible narrative style

Themes of redemption, forgiveness, and healing

Integration of Native American cultural elements

e Strong environmental and spiritual messages

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Ben Mikaelsen in relation to 'Touching Spirit
Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen is the author of the novel 'Touching Spirit Bear,' which
explores themes of healing, forgiveness, and personal growth.

What is the main theme of Ben Mikaelsen's 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?

The main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is redemption and healing through
facing one's past mistakes and connecting with nature.



What inspired Ben Mikaelsen to write 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen was inspired to write 'Touching Spirit Bear' based on his
interest in Native American culture and restorative justice practices.

How does Ben Mikaelsen portray nature in 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen portrays nature as a powerful, healing force that helps the
protagonist, Cole, undergo transformation and self-discovery.

What is the significance of the Spirit Bear in Ben
Mikaelsen's novel?

The Spirit Bear symbolizes strength, healing, and the spiritual connection
between humans and nature in the novel.

How does Ben Mikaelsen address the theme of
forgiveness in 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen shows forgiveness as a crucial step for personal growth, both
forgiving others and oneself to move forward.

What age group is 'Touching Spirit Bear' by Ben
Mikaelsen best suited for?

'Touching Spirit Bear' is best suited for middle school and high school
readers, typically ages 12-18.

How does Ben Mikaelsen incorporate Native American
culture in 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen incorporates Native American culture through the use of the
Circle Justice system and the spiritual significance of the Spirit Bear.

What lessons can readers learn from Ben Mikaelsen's
'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Readers can learn about accountability, the power of nature, the importance
of forgiveness, and the possibility of personal transformation.



Additional Resources

1. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen

This novel follows the story of Brian Robeson, a thirteen-year-old boy who
survives a plane crash and must learn to live alone in the Canadian
wilderness. Like *Touching Spirit Bear*, it explores themes of survival,
self-reliance, and personal growth. Brian’'s journey tests his physical and
emotional limits, ultimately leading to a deeper understanding of himself and
nature.

2. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls

This classic tale centers on a young boy named Billy and his two hunting dogs
in the 0Ozarks. The novel delves into themes of friendship, loyalty, and
coming-of-age, much like *Touching Spirit Bear*. It portrays the bond between
humans and animals and the trials that help shape a young person’s character.

3. Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott 0’Dell

Based on a true story, this novel tells of Karana, a Native American girl
stranded alone on an island off the California coast. Her struggle for
survival and connection with nature mirrors Cole’s experience in *Touching
Spirit Bear*. The book emphasizes resilience, solitude, and the relationship
between humans and the natural world.

4. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie

This semi-autobiographical novel follows Junior, a Native American teenager
who transfers to an all-white high school. It tackles themes of identity,
cultural conflict, and personal transformation, echoing the introspective and
redemptive aspects of *Touching Spirit Bear*. Junior’s humor and honesty
provide a compelling look at overcoming adversity.

5. My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George

Sam Gribley runs away to live in the wilderness of the Catskill Mountains,
learning to survive on his own. This story shares *Touching Spirit Bear*'’s
focus on self-discovery through nature and solitude. Sam’s journey highlights
independence, resourcefulness, and the healing power of the natural
environment.

6. The Birchbark House by Louise Erdrich

Set in the 19th century, this novel follows Omakayas, a young Ojibwe girl,
and her family as they navigate life on an island in Lake Superior. Like
*Touching Spirit Bear*, it explores Native American culture, connection to
nature, and personal growth. The story beautifully portrays resilience,
family bonds, and respect for the environment.

7. Peak by Roland Smith
Peak Marcello is a fourteen-year-old boy who attempts to become the youngest
person to climb Mount Everest. This thrilling adventure highlights themes of
perseverance, courage, and self-discovery that resonate with *Touching Spirit
Bear*. Peak’s physical and emotional challenges push him to confront his past
and redefine his future.



8. Flush by Carl Hiaasen

This environmental mystery follows Noah and his sister Abbey as they try to
expose illegal dumping in their Florida community. While lighter in tone than
*Touching Spirit Bear*, it similarly raises awareness about environmental
responsibility and standing up for what is right. The book combines humor,
adventure, and social consciousness.

9. Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George

Julie, a young Eskimo girl, survives in the Alaskan tundra by bonding with a
wolf pack. This story shares the themes of survival, identity, and harmony
with nature found in *Touching Spirit Bear*. Julie’s journey highlights the
importance of understanding and respecting both human and animal worlds.
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