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Sacred Places PhotoVoice Project Pilot 

Part I: Review of Project Findings 

Project Purpose:  

The purpose of this project was to examine the relationship between an individual and their natural, social, 
and built environments as interpreted through faith. By having a greater understanding of how individuals 
interpret their surroundings through their faith, it may be possible to better assess which types of landscapes 
or landscape features should be preserved and how to better design public spaces to increase community 
well-being.   

The primary questions addressed by the study were: (1) What landscapes or landscape features do people 
identify as sacred and (2) How do individuals dialogue with their surroundings through faith. This study 
focused on the individual’s perception of their surroundings and how that perception is interpreted through 
faith as manifested by the identification of landscapes and landscapes features that the individual selects as 
“sacred” or having deep spiritual significance.  

Project Pilot: 

The project pilot was supported through a research grant from the Office of Research and Sponsored Projects 
at Stephen F. Austin State University in Nacogdoches, Texas. Volunteers from Christian churches were 
recruited to take part in the project. Thirty-six volunteers from seven different churches representing five 
different Christian denominations participated. Participating churches included: Austin Heights Baptist Church, 
Bethlehem Baptist Church, Christ Episcopal Church, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Lone Star 
Baptist Church, St. Mary’s Catholic Campus Ministry, and Unity Christian Church. Twenty-five of the original 36 
volunteers completed all aspects of the study.  

Volunteers attended a training session during which time the project was explained and their role in the 
project was discussed. In addition, volunteers completed a survey collecting demographic information and 
information on personal religiosity and spirituality.1 At the end of the training session, volunteers were given a 
disposable "point and click" camera and a journal and asked to take pictures within their community in 
response to a set of guiding questions. The guiding questions were: (1) As a person of faith, what do you value 
in your landscape and why? ; (2) What landscapes or landscape features best reflect your relationship with 
God? ; and, (3) To what landscapes or landscape features do you attach spiritual significance, and why? In 
their journals volunteers were asked to explain why they selected the places they photographed and provide a 
description of the locations. Using these description and Google Earth, locations were geo-coded for the 
production of maps using a GIS platform. These maps are linked to the project website, 
www.drksnowden.com.  

 

 

                                                           
1
 Questions used in this study to examine religiosity and spirituality were adapted for use from the work of Ralph L. Piedmont, "Does 

Spirituality Represent the Sixth Factor of Personality? Spiritual Transcendence and the Five-Factor Model," Journal of Personality, 
Vol. 67, No. 6, Dec. 1999. 

http://www.drksnowden.com/
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Survey Results: Overview 

Demographic Profile 

Among our volunteers, 64% were female and 36% male. The average age was 47. Ninety-four percent were 
white and 6% were African American. Sixty-four percent were married, 22% single, and 14% were either 
widowed or divorced. There was a wide range of annual household incomes reported, but over half reported 
an annual household income between $30,000 and $60,000. Volunteers were well educated, with 30% 
reporting "some college," 17% had earned a bachelor's degree, and 39% had completed graduate school 
earning either a master's degree or a PhD.  

Scaled Responses 

During the training session, volunteers completed a survey including questions examining six areas: religiosity, 
spirituality, connections, the importance of community and family, the individual's personal relationship with 
God, and expressions of belief. Detailed information regarding specific questions included in each category is 
linked to the project website. 

Religiosity and Spirituality 

Volunteers identified themselves as being both deeply religious and spiritual. The majority reported that they 
found "strength and comfort" in their religion, and that religion is important in their daily lives. Well over half 
of the volunteers reported that they attend church on a weekly basis and all make regular contributions to 
their church, averaging approximately $1,500 per year.  

The majority of our volunteers revealed that they have had a life changing spiritual experience and most 
reported a spiritual experience wherein they lost track of time or their location. All of our volunteers agreed 
that they are "touched by the beauty of creation," and the majority reported that they have been able to "step 
outside" themselves and experience a larger sense of fulfillment.  

Connections 

Almost all of our volunteers believe that all life is inter-connected and that we all share a common bond. Many 
reported that they feel they have an "emotional bond" with all of humanity and almost all believe that their 
life is part of a larger spiritual force. Except for a very few, almost all reported a spiritual experience wherein 
they felt deeply connected to God and the world.  

Importance of Community and Family 

With few exceptions our volunteers agreed that it is important to give something back to the community and 
identified themselves as "link" in their family's heritage from past, present, and to the future.  

The Individual’s Personal Relationship with God 

The majority of our volunteers believe that God watches over them and that they feel God's presence and 
love. Most work with God "as a partner," and look to God for guidance on a daily basis.  
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Expressions of Belief 

The majority of our volunteers believe that there is a larger meaning to life, there is an order to the universe, 
and there is a life after death.  

Open-Ended Questions 

At the end of the survey volunteers were asked to explain the meaning of "sacred." Answers to this question 
fall into four categories:  

 The sacred as something special, worthy (of value), or significant (23%) 

 The sacred as separate (15%) 

 The sacred as something that enables connections between the individual and the Divine (47%) 

 The sacred as something of God or revealing the presence of God (15%) 

The Photographs: Overview  

362 photographs were collected with accompanying journal text. Three categories of photographs were 
identified based on the type of landscape photographed. These include natural, public, and private landscapes 
and landscape features. Please see Figures 1-4 for a breakdown of the types of photographs taken, as 
arranged by landscape type and feature.  

Themes 

As volunteers wrote about their photographs, in most cases, the subject of the photos was identified as 
illustrating a particular theme, such as "being an example of God's love," or "evidence of the presence of 
God." The text accompanying the photographs was examined and eleven themes were identified that fall 
within three categories: making connections; life, and the individual (Figure 5). In addition, 26% of the 
landscapes and features photographed were identified as sacred based on their connection to, or evocation 
of, a memory of a past activity or event that may or may not have occurred at the location photographed. 
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Figure 1: Categories of Photographs
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Figure 3: Public Landscapes and Landscape Features
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Figure 4: Private Landscapes and Landscape Features
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Figure 5: Categorization of Text Accompanying Photographs
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Part II: Parks and Public Spaces as Sacred Places in Nacogdoches, Texas 

Overview: 

Of particular interest for this report are eleven parks and public spaces identified by Mr. Brian Bray, City of 
Nacogdoches Director of Community Services and Heritage Preservation Officer. These include: 

 Downtown Nacogdoches 

 Holy Springs of Father Margil 

 Hoya Park 

 La Nana Creek Trail 

 Lakeside Park 

 Maroney Park 

 Pecan Park 

 Pioneer Park 

 Oak Grove Cemetery 

 Zion Hill Baptist Church 

 Zion Hill Baptist Church Cemetery 

In total half of the volunteers (18) photographed the above listed places producing 50 photographs and 
associated journal entries. These volunteers were from four of the seven churches that participated in this 
study. These include: Austin Heights Baptist Church (5); Christ Episcopal Church (4); The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter Day Saints (2); and, Unity Christian Church (7). Locations in or along La Nana Creek Trail were the 
most frequently photographed accounting for 42% of the photographs taken, with Pecan Park and the Holy 
Springs of Father Margil accounting for 13% and 10% of the photographs taken, respectively. (Table 1)  

Themes 

Figure 6 shows the above listed parks and public spaces as coded by themes identified in associated journal 
entries. Across all of the locations, these places were most frequently associated with the themes of (1) 
creation or nature (2) connection to family, community or humanity and (3) sanctuary. Locations in or along La 
Nana Creek Trail were the most frequently documented followed by Pecan Park and the Holy Springs of Father 
Margil. Among those that photographed La Nana Creek Trail, accompanying journal entries were most 
frequently associated with the themes of (1) creation or nature (40%); (2) the sacredness or preservation of 
life (20%); and, (3) cycles or resurrection (15%). 10% of volunteers identified La Nana Creek Trail as associated 
with connections to family, community, or humanity and living or still waters. One respondent perceived the 
Trail as a place of sanctuary. Of the six volunteers who photographed Pecan Park, half identified the park with 
creation or nature. Five volunteers photographed the Holy Springs of Farther Margil. Two associated the 
location with connections to family, community, and humanity and two identified the location as a place of 
sanctuary. Finally, one volunteer associated the Springs with creation or nature.
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Table 1 
City of Nacogdoches: Parks and Public Spaces Photographs Coded by Theme  

Number of Photographers 18 (50% of all respondents) 

Theme Downtown 
Nacogdoches 

Holy 
Springs 

of Father 
Margil 

Hoya 
Park 

La 
Nana 
Creek 
Trail 

Lakeside 
Park 

Maroney 
Park 

Pecan 
Park 

Pioneer 
Park 

Oak 
Grove 

Cemetery 

Zion Hill 
Baptist 
Church 

Cemetery 

Zion Hill 
Baptist 
Church 

Themes 

1 Connection to the 
Divine 

     1      1 

2 Connection to 
family, 
community & 
humanity 

 
3 

 
2 

 
1 

 
2 

   
1 

  
1 

 
2 

 
1 
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3 Creation or Nature  1  8 1  3 1    14 

4 Cycles or 
Resurrection 

1   3        4 

5 God’s Love            0 

6 Living or Still 
Waters 

   2        2 

7 Personal 
Relationship with 
God 

      1     1 

8 Presence of God         1   1 

9 Sacredness or 
Preservation of 
Life 

   4        4 

10 Sanctuary  2  1 1  1   1  6 

11 Spiritual Journey     1     1  2 

Total Photographs 
taken of each park or 
public space 

4 5 1 20 3 1 6 1 2 4 1 48 
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Figure 6: Parks and Public Spaces as Coded by Theme 
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Discussion: The Importance of Connections and the Individual 

Volunteers most closely associated parks and public spaces with creation and nature, 
connections to family, community and humanity, and individual sanctuary (see Table 1). Given 
that the parks are quasi-natural settings, it is no surprise that creation and nature was a 
dominant theme. However, this theme ranks first among the top three by a single journal entry, 
and therefore is on an equal footing with the theme of connections.  

Connections was dominant theme throughout this entire study beginning with the survey 
results. According to the survey, 94% of volunteers reported that they had had a spiritual 
experience where they felt deeply connected to God and the World. Ninety-two percent 
strongly agreed or agreed that their life is part of a larger force, and 91% strongly agreed or 
agreed that all life is interconnected. Ninety percent strongly agreed or agreed that all share a 
common bond, and finally, 86% reported that they strongly agreed or agreed that they have an 
emotional bond with all humanity. In definitions of the sacred (open-ended), 47% of the 
volunteers identified the sacred as something that enables connections between the individual 
and the Divine. Finally, one third of the photographs and associated journal entries were 
associated with the category “making connections,” and of these 72% were identified with 
connections to family, community, and humanity.  

According to these findings, throughout the entire study our volunteers were most likely to 
identify a landscape or landscape feature as sacred if it enabled them to make a connection to 
the world around them or to the Divine.  However, of most interest is how the individual 
engaged the landscape or feature that allowed them to make this greater connection.  

To assess how respondents engaged their surroundings the journal entries accompanying the 
photographs of the selected parks and public spaces were closely examined. Three categories 
of “connections” were identified.  First, 80% of the respondents identified a landscape or 
feature as sacred if they were able to connect to it at an emotional level or it evoked an 
emotional response. Emotional responses were identified through the use of the terms “feel,” “I 
feel,” and “feeling” in the journal entries. In addition, responses were identified as “emotional” 
if the landscape or feature was described in such a way as to elicit an emotional response from 
the reader or project a specific feeling. These descriptions are listed in Table 2. Second, 27% 
identified a landscape or feature as sacred if it evoked a memory or “reminded” them of a past 
event, feeling, or thought. Third, almost one quarter of the respondents identified a landscape 
or feature as sacred if it was significant in community history or their personal heritage (24%). It 
is important to note that these categories are not mutually exclusive, and a single journal entry 
could evoke an emotional response, a memory, and be linked to either community or personal 
history or heritage.  
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In addition, landscapes and landscape features appeared more likely to be identified as sacred 
if they were significant to the individual rather than the community as a whole. Eighty-six 
percent of the journal entries included references to self and community. References to self 
were identified through the use of singular pronouns such as I, me, my, and mine, whereas 
references to community were identified through the use of plural pronouns including we, us, 
they, and our. Within the journal entries there were 114 references, 64% of which were to self, 
with 36% referring to the larger community.   

Finally, the journal entries were examined to assess how volunteers interpreted the landscape 
or feature as a manifestation of their relationship to the Divine. Table 3 shows the categories of 
interpretations identified with sample responses. Twenty-three percent of the volunteers 
interpreted a landscape as sacred if it functioned as a place of personal sanctuary, particularly 
as a place for quiet contemplation, mediation, or prayer. Seventeen percent used the landscape 
or features to draw analogies between the landscape or feature and their interpretations of the 
human experience. Thirteen percent used the landscape or feature to illustrate their 
interpretations of the teachings of God, and another 13% interpreted landscapes as sacred 
describing the landscape as a reflection of greater social communion.  

In summary, volunteers identified landscapes as sacred if they felt connected to the Divine 
through that landscape at an emotional level. This connection was heightened if the landscape 
evoked a memory of an event, feeling, or thought, which may or may not have originated at 
that specific location. It is possible that this deeply personal relationship to the environment is 
an extension of the individual’s perceived “personal relationship” with God. Survey results 
indicated that volunteers believed they have a strong personal relationship with God, and this is 
further reflected in how they interpreted their surroundings (see Table 4). 
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Table 2: Descriptions of Landscapes and Landscape Features 

Admired Order 

Agile Outstanding 

Ambitions Peace, Peaceful, Peacefully (6) 

Appreciated Perfect 

Awe Playful 

Beauty (2) Praise 

Calmness Pride 

Celebration Quiet (3) 

Chaos, Chaotic (3) Reflecting, Reflection (2) 

Commemorates Relaxing 

Confusing Rest 

Cute Sacrifice 

Dream, Dreams, Dreaming (3) Safe 

Elegance Secluded 

Exciting Serenity 

Favorite Silence 

Fears Solitude 

Grateful Special (2) 

Happy Still 

Holy Still (2) 

Hope, Hopes (4) Strength 

Inspires Stressful 

Messy Unknown 

Mystery Well 

Nice (5) Wonder, Wonderful, Wonderment (4) 
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Table 3: Interpretations of Landscapes and Features 

Category Number of 
References 

Sample Reference 

Location as Sanctuary 11 (13%) “Even through the chaos all around 
you, you still can have peace and sit in 
silence or enjoy the nature around 
you.” 

Landscape or feature analogous to the 
human condition 

8 (17%) “There is something in that contrast I 
find sacred. Regardless of appearances 
and circumstances we still are capable 
of fragile beauty – even in apparent 
barrenness.” 

Landscape or feature as a reflection of 
greater social communion 

6 (13%)  “From festivals to rallies, costume 
competitions to prayer vigils, 
community members bare their hopes, 
ambitions, and sacrifice their pride in a 
deeply human ceremony seeking 
praise and connection.” 

Uses landscape as illustration of God’s 
teachings or interprets God’s teachings 

6 (13%) “I think most, if not all, of what God 
intends for us to do on this Earth in this 
life is to respect and preserve life 
whether it be human life or 
otherwise.” 

Landscape or feature identified as gift 
including an expression of gratitude 

5 (10%) “We have had quite a bit of rain lately 
which makes one grateful since we 
have suffered from drought seeing the 
water rushing by felt exciting to me.” 

Makes direct connections to scripture, 
apocryphal, or extra-Biblical teachings 

4 (8%) “There is a military tank at the park 
that can be confusing to what it 
represents. I choose to interpret it to 
be “A time for war and a time for 
peace” (Ecclesiastes 3:8) 

Location as symbolic of Cathedral, 
Church, or higher order 

4 (8%) “The trees in Pecan Park give me the 
feeling that I am walking the hall of a 
cathedral, column on both sides.” 

Location as a place of contentment or 
general well-being 

4 (8%) “When I see and hear children playing, 
I know all is well.” 
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Table 4: Survey Responses – Personal Relationship with God 

Statements Responses 

I believe in a God who watches over me.  81% strongly agree or agree that God watches 
over them 

I feel God’s presence and love for me, directly 
or through others. 

94% strongly agree or agree that they feel 
God’s presence and love. 

I work with God as a partner. 72% strongly agree or agree that they work 
with God as a partner. 

I look to God for strength, support and 
guidance on a daily basis. 

77% strongly agree or agree that they look to 
God on a daily basis. 

I try to make sense of the situation and decide 
what to do without relying on God.  

 

47% strongly disagree or disagree that they try 
to make sense out of situation, or make 
decisions, without relying on God.  

28% neither agree nor disagree.  

25% strongly agree or agree that they try to 
make sense out of a situation and decide what 
to do without relying on God.  

 

 


