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Preface

This is a slightly-edited version of a manuscript describing wilderness rites of passage for
students at a local private high school and an earlier manuscript describing a similar
program for at-risk teenagers. While there are still some references specifically to high
school students and the transition from adolescence to adulthood, most of it applies equally
to other transitions throughout the lifespan. We often prolong the transition from
adolescence to adulthood for decades; most of us of any age can relate personally to the
challenges of entering adulthood. At the same time, many of the dynamics of entering
adulthood fit equally well those of us entering our midlife years or our elder years. Maybe |
will find the time to revise this to make it more fitting for other transitions. For now, squint
your eyes a little bit; | expect you can see yourself here, too.
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| received a letter containing an account of a recent suicide:
OMyfriend . . . jumpedoff the GoldenGatebridge two monthsago. . . . Shewas
trying to get from one phase of her life to another and couldnOt make it. . .O
Theletter had already asked OHowdoesa humanpassthroughyouth to maturity
without breaking down?0O And it hadsweredOhelpfrom tradition, through ceremonies
and rituals, rites of passage at the most difficult stages.O
(Berry, 1977)

If the firesthat innately burn inside youthsare not intentionally and lovingly addedto the
hearth of community, they will burn down the structures of culture, just to feel the warmth.
(Meade, 1993)

Successful life transitionaretruly causefor celebration A soulis maturing,andthe
community is gaining new energy, creativignd potential. At the sametime, transitions
bring disorientation, disenchantment, and distress. The actiat#dsat work and play, that
gave life direction seem empty and unsatisfying. Relationsagisncompleteor hollow.
The simplest questions of how to be are confusing; orePislentity is up for grabs.Yet,
this confusionis aninherent,evennecessarypartof thelife journey.One mustlet go in
order to move on; death is a pre-requisite for birth.

Directedby the elderswho havetraveledthe samepath, inspired by the larger
community, and supported by oneOs inner resources, a successful transition wilbbisthe
for fulfillment andcontributionin the nextphaseof oneOéfe. For adolescentghe trials
andceremonie®f transitionconfirm the beginningsof adulthood for midlife adults,the
beginnings ofelderhood However,without that guidanceand support,the journey quickly
turns sour. Going through the motions takesthe place of initiation through ritual.
Increasingly we arehearingcalls for effectiveways to mark, confirm, and deepenlife
transitions.

My purpose in this paper te explorea modelfor wilderness-basedtes of passage
with which | havebeendeeplyinvolved, both personallyand professionally for over a
decade. | describe sonoé the aims,approachesand meansof adaptingtraditional rites of
passagéo our time andplaceandoffer somewaysof talking aboutthe rationalefor this
kind of process. There are infinite variations on this work and great waitjhereOto the
task and the gift!

RITES OF PASSAGE

Modernsocietyhasprovidedadolescentsvith no rituals by whichtheybecomemembers
of the tribe, of the community All children needto be twice born, to learn to function
rationally in the present world, leaving childhood behind.

(Bill Moyers, quoted in Cohen, 1991, p. 45)

In another place or time, you might leave your village to go tmdlountainfor as
long asit takes.Animalsspeakto you, lightning crashesaroundyou, the sunbakesyou,
and the wind separatesthe chaff of childhoodfrom the living seedof your new life.
Discoveringyour placein the greater web of things, you offer thanksfor your gift and
return to share it with youpeople.Having movedthrough adolescenceyou take up your
new place as an adult in your clan. You are worthy of a chemgain their respect.Your
guest has shown you a new purpose and a vision of what your life can be.
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Youmightspendyearslearning the waysof the seaand crafting a small boat, the
vehicle that will carry you to the edgd the world and beyond.At the appointedtime, you
setsail. Looking back at the signal fires on the shoreand your youth, you realize an
alonenesdike noneyouhavefelt before.You continueon through the jaws of a mighty
storm and through the irons of dead caloma small island whereyou confrontan ineffa-
ble, otherworldlytrial. Upon your return, your peopleknowyou havebeentestedand
succeededYouare ready for the nexttest. Thus, they honor your new statusas a full
member of the community.

_ We might send our children alone into the desert to wander aloneylesradeadto
usNexcept that we pray often for them. They learn the plants, the anthealgater holes,
the power places, anithe songs.Praying alone at the centerof the world, they glimpsea
new chapter in their stories. With this gift, they come back to us, bringing spretualval
and wisdom.Our songsand celebrationwelcomethemfor we know that their rite of
passagéiasnourishedusas well as them.In turn, our celebrationconfirmsto themthat
somethingvital has happened.Their flamesburn brighter. Leavingas children, they
return as adults just as we did years before.

Cultures throughout time and in anormousvariety of placeshavedesignedites of
passagdo mark life transitions.The rites of passageserveseveralfunctions:relieving
tensionon the social group, framing the transitionas an opportunityand a blessing,
assistinghe personin copingwith theinevitabledistressanddeepeninghe meaningand
significanceof the change StevenFosterand Meredith Little, who havebeentestingand
refining wilderness-basenrtes of passagend training guidesfor many yearsarguethat
rites of passagere,at their root, confirmatoryrites. Initiates mustbe testedin orderto
demonstrate to themselves (and hopefully, to their communities) that they are able, willing,
and entitled to move forward.

Our culture, however, seems to lack meaningful waysarkingtransitions.Ask a
dozen people, for instance, when a youth becomes an adult and you arte lgetls dozen
different answersls it when you get your driverOdicense,vote, becomefinancially
independent, live on your own, have intercourse, get dflegklly or illegally), getarrested,
get pregnant or fatherchild? OLicensedaid, loaded,andlocked upONnot necessarilyn
that orderNis the program for too many young people.

We, as a culture, do offerfew ceremoniesor marking passagesuchas graduation
exercisesgonfirmationor bar mitzvah,weddings.andretirementparties.However,these
eventshavegenerallylost their deeperconnectionto the patternsof our lives, to the
significanceof the transition,andto the largersocialcontext.Too often they areempty
rituals doneto pleasesomeoneelse and accomplishedy going throughthe motions.
Without clear markers, we are left with incomplete transitions, clingirilge old, confusing
the old and the nevgearchingor waysto completethe change.The anthropologistSolon
Kimball (1960), wrote:

The crucial problems of becoming male and female, of relatidths the family, and

of passing into olcagearedirectly relatedto the deviceswhich the societyoffers the

individual to help him [or her] achieve the new adjustment. Somehogeemato have
forgotten thisNor perhaps the ritual has become so completely individudhstit is
now foundfor manyonly in the privacy of the psychoanalyst'souch.The evidence,
however,doesnot bearout the suggestionlt seemsmuch more likely that one
dimension of mental iliness may arise because an increasing number of indiarduals

forced to accomplish their transitions alone and with private symbols. (p. xvii)
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Teensdifficulties with drugs, alcohol,or the law often stem from misguided
attemptsat arite of passageAdolescentsattemptto navigatethe rocky transitionsfrom
childhoodto adulthood,and the culture aroundthem doesnot provide enoughsupport,
structure,and guidance.Without socially sanctionedand widely recognizedrites of
passageteenagerfiavelittle choicebutto createtheir own. And many of theseself-
generated initiations are dangerous and counter-produSibree deepintuition tells the
adolescent, You must be tested, you must be challengedpamebart of you mustdie
before you can move on. The imputsetestandto prove oneselfis right and healthybut
without guidanceandsupportit cantoo easily get beyondhealthylimits. Someexperts
have argued that part of the increas¢éeenagesuicide stemsfrom misdirectedattemptsat
leaving the old self; literal death replaces ego-death.

Themajority of adolescentsvho do not getinto serioustrouble still must struggle
with how to demonstrateNto themselves and to their communitiesNithey are able to
stepinto adulthood.Their self-generatedhitiations are often abortedand unfulfilled.
Internal questions abowthetherthey arefit for adulthoodwill linger well into their adult
years. Perhaps agesultof the prevalenceof abortedinitiations into adulthood,so many
of our political and moral leaders are essentially children unable tingtepe fullnessof
their power.

It should be obvious thaites of passagere critical at many otherpointsin the life
journey.Mid-life transitions,changesn relationshipsncluding marriageanddivorce,
births, deaths, the emanC|pat|oncmfeO$)wn children, menopauseglderhoodNall offer
the needfor initiation anda call to a rite of passageSince most of adults havenot
confirmedtheir passagénto adulthoodarite of passagean providethe opportunityto
make that step, tod.he prevalenceof abortedor misdirectedconfirmatoryritesis not the
sole province of adolescents. Perhapsainthe scariestaspectf parentingteaching,or
mentoring aradolescents seeingour own strugglesandincompleteinitiations echoedn
theirs.

THE HEROIC JOURNEY

...And so long as you havenOt experienced this:
to die and so to grow,
you are only a troubled guest on the dark earth.
(Goethe, 1814, p. 70).

Endings are, letOs remembextperience®f dying. Theyare ordeals,and sometimeshey
challenge so basicallgur senseof who we are that we believetheywill be the endof us.
This is wherean understandingof endingsand somefamiliarity with the old passage
rituals canbe helpful. For as Mircea Eliade, one of the greateststudentsof theserituals,
haswritten, Oinno rite or myth do we find the initiatory deathas somethingfinal, but
alwaysas the condition sine qua non of a transition to anothermodeof being, a trial
indispensable to regeneration; that is, to the beginning of a new life.O

(Bridges, 1980, p. 109-110)

Everyrite of passagewhetherundertakerconsciouslyor stumbledinto, mirrors the
universalquest.This questcenterson a solitary trial after which a gift is won, and it
culminatesin sharingthat gift throughoneOdife. In the mythologicalaccountsof the
Heroic Journey, thegift may be a Jewelor the embodimenbf the Belovedthatis guarded
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by afearsomeDragon,a bottomlessAbyss,or atricky lllusion. Steppinginto the Abyss,
journeyingto the Underworld,climbing to the Mountain,or crossingthe GreatWater, the
HeroNand of courseHeroescanbe of any genderNconfrontsthe challengeandreclaims
the Jewel. The gift represents at onceHleeoOsinique medicine,power, or potential,what
the Hero needs in order to carry on his or her life journey, and whilette® peopleneed
to thrive. And no matterwhat, the Hero canclaim the gift only after demonstratinghe
necessary heart and dedication to be worthy of it.

Bridges(1980)writes that traditionalrites of passageDopenedhe personto the
transformativeexperience©f alife transitionand Omadethat experiencentelligible and
capableof assimilation(p. 117). Transitionshold inevitabledistress,but marking the
transition formally makes the distress meaningful. Ultimatelynikaningof a transitionis
growth, and the archetypalgiftN a visionNreflects that growth. Understandingand
celebrating this meaning helps to complete transitions. A life transitiessentiallya death
andarebirth: the deathof aspectof anold self andthe birth of a new self. The rites of
passage facilitate the OlaborO of this birth and make way for the new self.

Another point that cannot be over-emphasizeithat the Heroic Journeyalwaysends
in bringing somethingof value backto oneO®eopleNintimates,family, community,or
world. The completionof the cycleis the Returnandthe implementatiorof oneOwision.
This is, in a sense, a two-wayreet.The initiate brings back somethingof value,whetherit
is a new sense of purpose, a deeper sensainirity and authenticity,or a specificinsight.
At the sametime, the communityhasa responsibilityto the initiate: to providea placeto
which to return. In traditional rites of passagevyell-integratedcommunitysentthe quester
forth and celebrated the questerOs return. thigarelebrationthe questertook her/hisnew
place reflecting a new status. What a lwsseturnfrom a Heroic Journeywith a greatand
precious gift only to find the village in ashes! This neefrtavide a strongcommunityand
to recognize a valued new status may be the most difficult challenge in creatiiegnrites
of passage.

Malidoma SomZ, a native West African, was taken forcefudiyn his village at the
ageof 4 to be educated)y JesuitmissionariesAt 20, he returnedto his village and was
eventually initiated in the traditional manner. He imedicinemanin his peopleOway and
has also earned two Ph.D.s, one in political science tiherBorbonneandonein literature
from Brandeis. Bridging two worlds, his views on rites of passage and initrafient what
others have written.

Because of the unhappy loss of this kindafthentic)initiatory experiencethe
modernworld suffersa kind of spiritual povertyand a lack of community.Young
peoplearefearedfor theirwild and dangerousenergy,which is really an unending
longing for initiation. | think itis urgentthat the West quickly learnfrom indigenous
people how to help young people ritualistically foeunsi transcendheir wild energy.
demonstrate their worth, and be accepted into a community. .

| donOt know yet whétte contentof Americaninitiation will be but | do know
what itOs going to look like. It has to have a moment of separation fréamityeand
the community.It hasto happenin natureand be a genuinelychallengingordeal.
Whatever the initiates feel before entering tyisle mustbe deepenedo the point of
transcendencegiving them the opportunity to feel whole. Finally, and most
importantly, there has to be a strong community ready to weltoersirvivorsof the
ordeal.This welcomingmustbe massive not like a simple ceremonyof giving a
diploma, but a recognizable, wholehearted embaackraluing of the initiatesQpower
to contribute to the community. In other words, this last stage mustthaketurning
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menandwomenwantto maintainthe pride of their community. This will fuel a
continuedsenseof belonging,which is somuchlacking in the heartof the modern
youth. (SomZ, 1994, p. 68).

A STRUCTURE FOR A WILDERNESS RITE OF PASSAGE

Comparison of rites from albbver the world suggestghat theseinitiation rites themselves
possessn archetypalstructure,for the sameunderlyingpatternsand proceduresare
universally apparent.

(Stevens, quoted in Cohen, 1991, p. 69)

In that circle , | was alone, really alone.
In that circle, | was empty, really empty.
In that circle, | found a garden of wind and thunder and my own song.

Aloneness became my Lover and emptiness my Release and Fulfillment.
For a time, | became whole and | began to realize the Source of that garden.
Then the real work began.

JosephCampbell(1949),van Gennep(1960),Eliade (1965), Turner (1969), and
others describe the underlying structure of all rites of pasgagembodimenbf this deep
structurehasbeendevelopingoverthelast25 years largely throughthe efforts of Steven
FosterandMeredithLittle (1983;1988;1989)andothers,including Tom Pinkson(1976)
and RobertGreenway(1990/91). Since1983,1 havebeenguiding wildernessrites of
passage using thferm in a variety of settingsincluding the high desertcanyonsof Utah,
the mountainsof Colorado,Utah, and New Mexico, and wildernessislandsin Lake
Michigan. The descriptiongiven here is probably most appropriatefor adults and
graduatingseniors but with only a few modifications,it would also be appropriatefor
younger students.

The format we use honors the demands, possibilities;@mstraintsof our modern
context.Thetrips typically involve an eight-daywildernesscampingtrip with important
meetingsbeforeandafterthetrip. Othersusedifferent formatssuccessfullyput we have
found this one most effective and accessible. All rites of passage, traditional or rhaslern,
five stages.

1. PreparationThis is a time for identifying oneOdransition,taking stock of oneOs
resourcedor thejourney,andexaminingoneOsommitmentto the journey. Traditionally,
much of a personOs life education provided her or him with practical and spiritudrt@ols
vision quest or walkabout. In a modern contéxs stagecanoccurthroughdirectedstudy
of transitions, rite®f passagemyths,and history. Clarification of oneOgurposein going
on a wilderness rite of passage is an important part of preparation. Witdasemay be
very difficult for most adolescents, the deep preparation providedWgldorf education
will have accomplished many of the tasks of preparing the mind and the soul.

Other tasks of preparation include assessing and developingresesedor the
trip, including mindfulnessskills andphysicalfithessaswell asequipmentTheaim is to
assist participants in finding and using their own languadeelief systemdor articulating
their journey.We help participantsremembethat eventhe most mundanetaskssuch as
packing their equipment and leaving their bedrooms in order are syroboézperaspects
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of thetrip. Journalingis onetool for this phase.A ropescoursecanbe a highly salient
medium fortestingoneOdimits, identifying oneOstyle in high-risk situations,and group-
building. It also serves the function of defusing some degree of risk-taking soefatus
of thewildernesdrip canbe morecontemplativeTo a degreea ropescourseor the like
helps shift the adventure from physical limit-testing to the higher realms.

2. Severancd his stagefocuseson letting go of the old self, the endingof adolescence,
disidentificationfrom old roles,anda symbolicdying. On our trips it beginswith leaving
home, driving to awildernesstrailhead,hiking a short way, and settingup a basecamp.
During the two-and-one-halfdaysin basecamp, various ceremoniesand structured
activities, walks, journal work, and contemplation are used to deeptattihg go. Much of
thistime is open,giving participantghe chanceo settlein to beingcloserto nature.They
beginto comeinto the naturalrhythmsof the place,theybeginto recognizeplants,rocks,
landmarksandpaths,andtheybeginto adjustto sitting andsleepingon the ground. For
many participants, these adjustments are difficult wioiteothers,they are like a coming
home.lt is importantthat participantshavetime to Otakeoff their city shoes,@nd the
supportof the group helps.This phaseis usually completedwith a sacrlflceceremony,
burningan objectthat symbolizesthe old role or self which is ending. This ceremony
honorswhatwasgoodandvaluablein the old self andsignifiesone'swillingnessto let it
go. It is an opening to the unknown.

3. ThresholdThis termrefersto the thresholdbetweerthe old whichis ng longerandthe
newwhich is notyet. It alsosymbolizescrossingthe thresholdfrom oneOgamiliar world
with it rolesandidentitiesinto a world of expandedmeaningand possibility. It is the
doorwayinto Osacretime andsacredspace.®osterand Little (1989) havepointedout
thatthis termderivesfrom the "threshing-hold,'the placein which the wheatis separated
from the chaff. This is an apt metaphor for the threshold phaswitdernessrite, offering
the shell of one's lifethe husk which was necessary and protective but isdeadNto the
wind in order to recover its living core.

This phaseusuallyinvolvesa three-or four-day period of solitude and fasting.
Participantschoosea placeto setup camp.We usea buddy systemfor safety but the
soloists usually have no direct contact with their buddies, communicating by lesayirsg
or gifts once a dagt a meetingspot. Aside from attendingto the buddy spot,thereare no
assigned activities and little movement from the spoth@schosen)eavingmost of the
time unstructured. Participants are given guidelines for creating ceremonies for this period
and many undertakeomesimple self-generatederemoniesWe encourageparticipantsto
make the last night an all-night vigil, staying awake in a self-constructed @irstenesthat
is at once a tomb and a womb, engaging the ordeal more deeply and opening to the vision.

Thereis oftena delicatebalanceof supportandchallenge Questersecognizethat
they have come to be tested; without the test, there is no confirmation. On the oth#frehand,
testmustbe appropriatdo the questerOsapacmesWhlle this is alwaysa challengefor
guides(andanimportantreasonfor thereto be experiencedyuides),our experiencehas
beenthat trusting natureand the questerQgtrinsic wisdomis the bestway to find the
proper blend of demand and comfort.

4. ReturnThis stageprovidesfor reincorporationrejoiningthe body of the community,a
rebirth, anew beginning.It beginswhen participantsreturnto basecampand continues
whenwe returnto the city. The Returnprovidesa chanceo startintegratingone'sinsight
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andvisioninto one'slife, to exploreits meaninggeeperpor justto let it blossomwithout

analyzingit. The day'sactivitiesinclude eating,sleeping,sharingstoriesand gifts, and

discussinghe challengeof returningto town. We point out thatwhile it takesenormous
courage to go on a visiajuest,it takesevenmore courageto return! A time for gentlere-

entry, this day includes a few simple ceremonies such as the Giveaw#ye gifir of one's
guestto bereal, it mustbe given awayto one'speople;it mustbe madeusefulfor the

community in aconcreteway. To signify the willingnessto makeone'svision useful,each
persongivesa gift to someoneelsein the group. This physicalgift becomesa touching
reminder of the precious inner spiritual gifts received during the trip.

The following day, we clean up the base casitg, striving to leaveno tracesof our
stay, and we participate in some simple ceremonies of saying goodihgesiie. We eata
mealin town together marvelingat the abundancevailableto usandrememberinghat
while we chose to fast, mamghersarestill hungry and starving.This helpsto deeperour
attempts to bring our gifts back. Végsotry to find a way to cleanup together sometimes
stopping at our favorite hot springs vapor caves to wash the dirt off and ¢henger city
clothes. It isnecessaryo let go of thattime in the wildernessin orderto moveon. In any
case, the drive back to town becomegsiendedkind of reintegrationsymbolically taking
on the clothes of one's homexcounteringother people,stores,advertising,and the myriad
othertemptationdo forget. Thereis usuallya difficult time after sucha trip. This OfallO
may be necessary so that participants do not over-idealize the wildernessasetinghey
can return more fully to their lives. It is not easy, and understanding andsyrppprtafter
the trip helps.

5. ImplementationAfter thetrip, we taketime to help participantsurther integratetheir
experiences and implement their visions in thiees. We help themremembethat their
visions must be demonstrated in their lives inftren of somebehaviorchangeor specific
action.Thegoalis deepeningne'sown understandingf the transitionto adulthoodand
confirmingandextendingthe changesegunduringthetrip. In many traditional settings,
the remainderof a personOffe expressedheir vision. For us, this is a task mademore
difficult by our cultureOailure to acknowledgehe rite of passagén the first place.
However, takingon a personalor communityprojectand enlistingthe supportof peers,
parents, and others helps. Conducting such a ttigeinontextof the high schoolprogram
would help immensely with this difficult stage

The purpose of going into the wilderness istonebackwith a task,with something
to offer. We do not go only for ourselvesbut for our placeand our People whetherthat
meansoneOmmediatefamily, oneOsommunity,humanity, or the larger community
including nature and the Earth. We attempt to open ourselves to aosenseOmedicine,O
that which we need to surviand that which is our gift to give. We encourageparticipants
to acceptheir tasksbecauseas we remind ourselvesOa vision without a task s just a
dream.O

THE PLACE OF WILDERNESS

For years, copying other people, | tried to know myself.
From within, I couldnOt decide what to do.
Unable to see, | heard my name being called.
Then | walked outside.
(Rumi, 1984, Quatrain 77)
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Thelessonswve learn from the wild becomehe etiquetteof freedom.We can enjoy
our humanitywith its flashy brains and sexualbuzz,its social cravings and stubborn
tantrums,and take ourselvesas no more and no lessthan anotherbeingin the big
Watershed. We can accept each other all as barefoot equals sleepimgsameground.
We can give up hopingto be eternaland quit fighting dirt. Wecan chaseoff mosquitoes
andfenceout varmintswithout hatingthemNo expectationsalert and sufficient,grateful
and careful, generousand direct. A calm and clarity attendusin the momentwe are
wiping the greaseoff our handsbetweentasksand glancingup at the passingclouds.
Anotherjoy is finally sitting downto havecoffeewith a friend. Thewild requiresthat we
learn the terrain, nod to all thplantsand animalsand birds, ford the streamsand cross
the ridges, and tell a good stowhenwe getbackhome.. . . Pleasedo not repeatthis to
the uninitiated.

(Snyder, 1990, p. 24)

The wildernesshas traditionally beena settingin which transitionscould be
engaged, explore@nd deepenedA transitioncanonly be fully completedby returningto
oneOsommunity.But, while the severanceind return phasesof a rite of passageentail
contactwith one'sfamiliar setting,the thresholdphaseis best accomplishedn an
environment that is removed froaverydaylife. Exploring new ways of beingis facilitated
by this removal and the gentle dissolution of pleesonalitystructureandrolesthat usually
ensues. Furthermorthe trial thatis requiredin the thresholdphaseis accomplishednore
naturallyin thewilderness Natureprovidesthe bestof both supportandchallengeto test
the participant and to confirm his or her transition.

Research findings One way to understand, or at least speakthe role of wild naturein

mental health is through psychological research. Such research prawvigasinglyrobust

and broad support for the power of touching our connection with the Earth. It is aforidge
thosewho desirea certainkind of demonstrationit is also an interestingand worthwhile
exercise in translating the ineffable experientehe healingpower of deepcontactwith
nature into the language of modern science.

The following list suggestsomeof the psychologicaland spiritual factorsthat are
strengthened through this kind of wilderness trip. Moshegehavestrongresearchhases
linking them to positivenentalhealthandresiliencyin the face of stress(see,for instance,
Hartig, Mang, & Evans,1991;Kaplan& Kaplan,1989;Ulrich, et al, 1991). For those
without an establishedesearchbase,we can confidently hypothesizepasedon other
research, that they link wilderness experiences and optimal mental health.

Relaxation. Physical and cognitive self-regulation; Opsychic decompression.O

Physical fitness in an atmosphere of adventure and play.

Self-esteem, confidence in oneOs native abilities and capacity to learn and grow.

Internal locus of control, a sense tloaieOdehaviorinfluencesoutcomesthat what

one does matters, and the oppositbalplessneséout see# 8, below). An internal

locus of control is associated with increases in self-esteem, health beaadise)f-
responsibility, and decreases in depression.

5. Hardiness,an attitude of internal control, appreciationof challengeas an
opportunity, and commitment to a cause lathan oneself.Researcltonnectst to
thriving in the face of stressful life changes.

5. Fascination with an environment that is new, rich, engaging, and compelling.

PonpE
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6. Coherencea sensethat oneOswvorld is meaningfuland connected Coherencds
identified in research with a reduction in the negative effects of distress.
7. Flow, mindfulnessjnvolvement,engagementpresent-centeredness;cordingto

someformulations flow is the basisof optimal mentalhealth,happinessand the
essence of meditative states.

8. Trustin the world and oneOsplacein it, a reductionin the needto control, the
antidote to an overdeveloped or compulsive internal locus of control.

9. A senseof communityand intimacy with the group which transfersto othergroup
settings.

10. New socialrolesfacilitatedby the unfamiliar demandsand new possibilitiesof
wilderness living.

11. Social supportas groups bond more deeply in new and sometimesdifficult
environments.

12. Peakexperiencesmomentsof transcendenjoy, knowledge,beauty,peace,and
harmony.

13. A renewedsensethat the world is_alive, whole, enchantedand meaningfuland
therefore, that oneOs life is whole, enchanted, and meaningful.

14. A sense of coming Home.

Examples of research hesearclon peakexperienceskeutzer(1978) reportsexperiences
of natureasthe mostcommontrigger for peakor Otranscenden&@periencesWWuthnow
(1978),in a surveyof a large representativessampleof the generalpopulation,asked
respondentsvhetherthey hadhadany of threekinds of peakexperiencesEighty-two
percent reported having "experienced the beaftityaturein a deeplymoving way" and49
percent said this had a lasting effect. This W@anostcommonof the threetypesof peak
experiences he measured. Swan (1992) has confirmed this view of wilderaessién of
the researclon the educationabnd spiritual aspectf nature.He also points out that
significant OpsychoemotiondlondingOwith nature leadsto greatercommitmentto
environmental service.

Researching the effects wildernessexperiencestwo environmentapsychologists
atthe University of Michiganevaluatedhe OutdoorChallengeProgramwith a variety of
participants including inner city youthsuburbanyouths,andteachergKaplanand Talbot,
1983). Although this program did nbavea ritual or spiritual orientation,its outcomesare
consistentvith the purpose®f wildernessites of passageBasedon contentanalysisof
participantsO journal entries, Kaplan and Talbot report that:

[During the backpackingrips] for many participantsthereis eventuallya
surprisingsenseof revelation,as both the environmentand the self are newly
perceivedandseemnewly wondrous.Thewildernessnspiresfeelingsof aweand
wonder, andne'sintimate contactwith this environmenteadsto thoughtsabout
spiritual meanings and eternal processes. Individuals feel better acquainttebivith
own thoughts and feelings, and they feel OdifferentO in some way N eipeace
with themselves, Omore beautiful on the inside and unstifled.O (p. 178)

[Immedlately after therip] the strongestconnectionbetweenthe wilderness
experience and individualsO feelings about themsebatithey feel comfortable
in their natural surroundings and are surprised at how easilgahgeof belonging
hasdevelopedThereis a growing senseof wonderand a complexawarenes®sf
spiritual meanings as individuals feel at one with naturethgst are awareof the
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transienceof individual concernsvhenseenagainstthe backgroundof enduring
natural rhythms. (p. 179-180)

[After afollow-up] thewildernesds remembereds awesomeandis felt to
have offered a compelling glimpse ofeal world, and of a way of relatingto one's
surroundingsandrespondingo one'sdaily opportunitiesand challengesthat was
immensely satisfying. (p. 182)

This researchis especiallystriking becausethe goals and approachof the Outdoor
ChallengeProgramdid not include thesedeeperaspectof spiritual growth, yet they
unfolded naturally and unmistakably.

A theoreticalmodel The psychologicalconceptof mirroring is one of the meansby which
wildernessaffectsexperienceAll environmentsnirror us backto ourselvesyeinforcing
certain qualities, attitudes, and self-concepts. Familiar environments reflect familiamdles
identities. The more unfamiliar the environment, the greategudtentialfor deepchange A
wildernesssettingtendsto reflect to the adolescentsiew and different aspectsof
themselves. At first, this will be deeply unsettling. Participants who had consttaatgd
exteriorsagainstfear find themselvesafraid, genuinely afraid. Those who defended
themselvedy withdrawingfind they mustlook aroundandencounteitheir surroundings.
Those who got by through coercion and manipulation find taeyotcoercethe wind into
stoppingor manipulatea steephill into being level. Any senseof control basedon
resistance breaks down as the wilderness coaxes participants into openingseease
from the old way of life is a necessargtepin arite of passageglissolutionof outmoded
personalitystructuress necessaryor growth. The shell of the defensiveegobeginsto
evaporate.

But thereis more. This dissolutionallows oneOsssentiahatureto emergeor for
the soul to descendnore deeplyinto oneOsife andworld. The wildernessmirrors and
supportsthosequalitiesin participantsthat are genuine,authentic,intrinsic, and natural.
Exposed to thgower of the wilderness participantsfeel more of their own power. Seeing
the beautyof nature participantsseemoreof their own beauty.Touchingthe wildnessof
their surroundingsparticipantscometo appreciatemore of their own wildnessNtheir
unconditionedsenseof beingalive, unrestricted passionatetich, multi-dimensionaland
free. Environmentgshat arerelatively wild and,thusfree, reflect and supportintrinsic
freedom.

We can say that the wilderness is a relentless and gentle teadhgopeiantmeans
of letting go of the self-imagesvhich are dying and of facilitating the birth of new self-
images.As the personalitystructureswhich developedn orderto cope with difficult
circumstancesoftenandrecede healthier,moreresilientstructuresNthequalitiesof a
mature authentlcresponS|bleandcarlngaduItNemergeAnd perhapsmostimportantly,
this emergencés an organicandnaturalresponsdo supportivewildernessexperiences.
Ecopsychologisthavebegunto point out the necessityof deepcontactwith the Earth for
emotional andnentalhealth(Roszak,1993). Indigenous garth-centeredulturesknew this
but the disenchantmerdanddisillusionmentof the modernculturehasgone handin hand
with disconnectiorfrom nature.While the wildernesssettingmay not be necessaryor
reestablishinghis connectionijt is a powerfulopportunityfor deepeninghe potentialfor
profound change.

THE ROLE OF CEREMONY
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Together, myth anderemonyconstitutethe original forms of interaction betweerthe ego
and the Self, between the human divihe, betweerearth and heavenlt is throughmyth
that the unconscious speaks to us most directtyuniversally.And it is in ceremonythat
we Ocompletahe dialogue.OWe might say that, spiritually speaking,this commerce
between heaven and earth is the central opportunity of life.

(Plotkin, 1991, p. 13)

We havefound that ceremonie$iaveaddeddepthand powerto wildernessrites of
passagdrips. Indeed,the processitself is a ceremony,and without the ceremonial
dimension, it becomes merely a physical, emotional nagiakaladventure Over the years,|
haveincludedfewer specificceremoniesindmadethosewe do usemore spareand pure.
The entire trip is the rituallhe essencef ceremonyis very strong;it shinesthrougheven
the simplest ceremoniesbaw to the rising and settingsun, sharingthanksbeforea meal,
passing a stick of smoldering sagesilence.Sucha Olight-handed@pproachencourages
every action tdake on a ceremoniakignificance:washingthe dishes,carrying a backpack,
greeting the others in the morning, taking a shit, shooing a fly.

There are a few specific ceremonies that seem very important, howeviak&\ée
few minutesbeforeleayvingtown to say good-byein a ceremonialstructure.We use a
council processwith a OtalklngstaffOfrequentIy As it goesaroundthe circle, the person
holding it understands in a visceral way that s/he hastbet}blermlssmnandresponS|b|I|ty
to speak directly and openly, to tell the truth from the heart as best s/he can. Araf these
presentduringatalking staff councilacceptheresponsibilityof listeningwith openears
andheartsasbestwe can. After the solo, we incorporateseveralceremoniesncluding a
OfirstO meal together in basecamp, a Giveagr@ynonycouncils,good-byego the place,
and a special meal in town. It seems that the Return phase is an especially imporfant time
ceremonybecausearticipantsaresotender,open,and sensitive.Ceremonyprovidesa
crucial holding environmentfor beginningto encounterthe familiar world with all its
demands.

A particularlyrich ceremonyhappenghe night beforethe solo begins.While the
details vary depending on the group and the place, it centers oraadsacrifice.We may
beginwith music-makingNdrumsyattles,spoonson potsNand dancing.Thenwe settle
downarounda small fire. One at a time, eachpersonstepsawayfrom the fire into the
darkness fom few minutesandthenbackup to the fire. Telling a bit abouttheir sacrifice,
they offer to the fire a flammable objdabat representshe part of themselveghatis dying,
the old skin thatis beingshed,or the stageof life they are leaving. Thus,they enactand
confirm their willingness to let go and move forward into their lives. iapdbeforetheir
community and make public their commitment. After the fire has consumed the object, we
may say, in unison,0Good-by&nd blessingson your journey. OAfter eachpersonhas
made their sacrlflcewe let the fire die down to embersand,in silence,go to bed. At dawn
the next morning, they will leave to begin their solos. It is a profound evening.

There are at least four functions of ceremony on the wilderness rites of passage.
1. Ceremony as sign. The entire rite of passagesigrathat an importanttransitionis
taking place.Specificceremonieglsofunctionas signs or markersalong the way. They
say, Othisparticularjunction is important; take notice.OAs such, they help orient
participants along the Journey.

2. Ceremony as significance. Signs may point to the surface andegoint below
the surfaceto deepemeaning.Ceremoniesncouragepeopleto look for the deeper
significance oftheir behavior.For examplewhenlighting the fire in a ceremoniaway, we
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are not just lighting a fire, we are, ardeeperevel, also bringing warmthand light into the
world or preparing to enter Sacred Space. The significance of lightitfigethe preparation
to enter SacredSpace.After a few daysof this, everythingtakeson a deepertone;
participants begin to be more aware of a broader context for their actions. VéarBet/es
seekingthe deepersignificanceof fixing a meal,washinghair,andhelpinga friend with a
pack.We beginto do thesethings more mindfully and respectfully.The questionof the
significance of an action eventually leadsateenseof ultimate significanceand opensa
dimension whichs spiritual and meaningfulby its nature.In anothersenseceremonies
help Ocompletéhe dialoguewith the unconscious@Plotkin, 1991). They encouragdhe
unconsciouso ask,asit were,why am| doingthis, whatis its deepemeaning.Dreams,
artwork, guidedimagery,| Ching and Runes,and other tools (all of which we may
incorporate at times) give us ways to listen to the unconsdd@remonyprovidesa means
of Oseedinthe deeperdayersof mindO(Plotkin, 1991,p. 10) On the passageites, the
unconsciouss put on noticethatanimportanttransitionis beingenteredconsciouslyand
celebrated.

3. Ceremonyascommunitybuilding. Gatheringtogethelin a sacredvay buildsdeep
bonds and th@rocessof forming thesebondscan carry over to other situations.Through
ceremony,such bonds form at non-verballevels. Bonds also form through the
reinforcemenof sharedvaluesandbeliefs.For instancea ceremonycanremindus we
value openness, mutual respect, and diversity on a shared journey. This senseafity,
already developedo strongly throughoutthe schoolyears,reduceshe senseof alienation
that seems epidemtbesedaysand engageshe powerof consensushat thereis meaning
andmagicin the world. This is the necessanantidoteto the disenchante@nd overly
rationalmodernworldview. We areremindedthat community extendsbeyond humans.
Ceremony helps to build this larger community as well.

4, CeremonyassanctuaryWe haverepeatedlyobservedhat in the safe spaceof
ceremonynewswaysof beingandnewemotionsor insightscanemerge.Thosewho are
reluctant to share their feelingsdinsightsbeginto speakup. Thosewho chatterin order
to keep up @positive@ront beginto honorthe silenceof their wisdom. Tearsthat could
never be shed in the twilight of ordinary living, come out in the lifideremony Risks are
less risky in these sanctuaries.

Oneothercommentaboutritual: We bring ritual into our work in a way thatis
confidentbut not forceful, directbut not heavy-handedand invitational, not coercive.We
feel it is important that ceremompot be forced on anindividual or a group. We attemptto
allow participants to discover fd:hemselvesNagalnNthepowerand magicof ceremony,
and we offer guidelines and suggestions for self-generated ceremoniediefmie time.
Questerareencouragedo reachinto their own heritagedor sourcesof ceremonyandto
look aroundthem, askingthe land what sorts of ceremonialforms are calledfor in this
place.lt is adelightto listento the storiesof the beautiful,authenticceremonieghat have
grown in such fertile soil.

WILDERNESSRITESOF PASSAGEIN CONTEXT

... That was just the first night [of a vision quest solo]. | was to experience samoueh
| understoodear whena raging storm cameover the desertand forced me to crouch
undermytarp for the last two nights worrying that my shelterwould leak or be blown
away.In the end,| felt relievedthat | managedo keeprelatively dry. | felt contentby
myself, laughing out alone and singingniy loudestvoice various funk and 600gunesto
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my spot. | knew myself better and found | could trust myself to respond effectoeztito
intensesituations.| wascomfortablein knowingthat | could probably handlejust about
any situation after my experiencein the desert.. . . My vision questlast year has,
somehowmadeeverythingmore manageablel neverforgetthe desert.Most of all, 1
remember the silence.

Peter Nachtrieb, student at Marin Academy, in Circles on the Mountain

EnvironmentalEducationWildernessrites of passageanbe clarified by showing their
relation to otheforms of environmentakducationandwildernesswork. | find threelevels
or typesof environmentakducationThe first focuseson environmentabkcience hatural
history, andwildernessskills. Natureis a laboratoryandlibrary. A deeperappreciation,
fascination, and knowledge of the world results. Many of the environmental education
programs aimed at teaching ecology and environmental sensitivity are good examples.

The secondocuseson the developmenbf increasingself-confidenceand esteem,
developing leadership skills, and team-building. OutvBodndOprogramsare someof
the bestexamplef this approachNatureis a settingor vehiclefor challengingstudents
anda personalgrowth lab. At its best,this approachfosterspsychologicalgrowth. The
challenges are more profound because they are real, not artificial, and becaase soey
concrete A dark shadowside of theseprogramshasemergedn recentyears,using an
aggressive boot-camp style of wilderness therapy. Surtteeseprogramshaveturnedout
to be quite brutahnd allegedlyhaveresultedin deaths.Theseprogramsshouldnot detract
from the value of the careful and professional programs.

Wilderness riteof passageand relatedkinds of work falls into a third type. Their
goal is not just the development of a more informadtionshipwith the naturalworld or a
better, stronger sense s#lf, but a senseof cominghome.On wildernessrites of passage,
one finds oneself and oneOs journey to beopartargerwhole. The needfor control over
oneOgnvironmentdeepensnto trust and a senseof harmonywith oneOsenvironment.
Nature is not a background against whiclpbe challengedand grow. Rather,naturecomes
front and center as the foundation and contdimethe story of oneOdife. The Earthitself
comes alive and, at the deepest, wilderness rites of passage become a gift to tHeenelrth
as oneOgpeople.Nature seesitself throughthe questerOsyesand feels itself in the
questerQgey. Ratherthanincluding Naturein our story, we find ourselveswoveninto
NatureQOstory.

These leveldblendtogether.especiallyon wildernessrites of passagelearningthe
ecologyandnaturalhistory of anareasupportsoneOmnerjourney.Besidesijt is nice to
know the namesof oneOseighborsthe grassesrocks, clouds,and animals.Similarly,
ropescoursesandotherchallengeactivitiescanbe valuablebefore a wildernessrite of
passageThey help to build self-confidenceand deepernthe senseof communityin the
group. In any case,thereis enoughchallengeinherentin wildernessbackpackingand
camping to provide ample opportunities for successseifeesteemHiking, scramblingup
hillsides, making it to théop of a steeprise, evenjust copingwith dirt and mosquitoesare
significant challenges, not toentionthe trial of beingwith oneselfalonefor threeor four
days. By holding the highest possible context, th@yide a deepersenseof initiation into
oneOs life along with the many other benefits of environmental education.

Native AmericanTraditionsWildernesgites of passageanalso be viewedin relationto
Native American vision quests.This raises the very important question of the
misappropriatiorof spiritual and culturaltraditions.This has beena concernfor some
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Native Americans as well der wildernessrites of passageuides.Somehavearguedthat
Euro-Americans andther non-Indiansshouldnot be using the vision questform because
suchuseis away of ripping-off Native Americans A relatedargumentis that sincenon-
Indians cannot possibly understand all of ititécaciesand necessargafeguard®f doing
vision quests, wilderness rites of passage capspehicallyand spiritually shallow, at best,
or dangerous, at worst.

This is a complicatedissueand should not be dismissedwithout a thorough
understandingnddialogue However for the purpose®f this paper,severalideasmight
help. The wilderness rites phssageliscussedereare not attemptsto conducttraditional
Native Americanvision questsVision questsjn their original andgenericmeaning,are
universal. Even the language of questing derivesuch from the myth of the Grail Quest
as from Plains IndiansO hanbleche and related vision questVantoredly everytraditional
culturehasconductedhem, including the old Europeancultures,with various spiritual
pilgrimages as testimony. Modern Americauiture haslost contactwith mostelementsof
traditionalrites of passagendwith deepcontactwith the Earth.However,the roots of
wilderness rites of passage are still there, readhe teawakenedAs JosephCampbelland
othersshow, the myths expressinghe Heroic Journeyare timeless;the Hero has a
thousand faces and hails from a thousand places.

It alsoseemdo methatthe Earthitself hasaninfluencein the forms that specific
rites of passage take. This Hasencalled Ogeniudoci,Othe spirit of a placewhich exerts
its own influenceson the feelings,thoughts,behaviors,and social practicesthere,and
Oanimanundi,Othe soul of the earth.The most powerful rituals areto a degreeplace-
specific. It makes sense that different forimsrituals would developin different places.It
alsomakessenseahatsimilar ritual formswould ariseis the sameplace.Just as the deep
forestsof northernEurope,the wind-blown coastsof the British Isles,or the junglesof
central Africa call forth certain specific stories and ritual forms, the plains, mourdaths,
canyon country of our place call forth other forms.

A simple exampleis the useof sageandjuniperin ceremoniesSomehaveargued
that this is an attempt to copy American Indians. However, we burrceoetmoniaincense
as a way of bringing thiecal aromaticplantsinto our ceremoniesandinducing a senseof
the sacred in the ceremonies. Sage and juniper are place-specific incenses, fanbletibery
with local ceremonieghanimportedincense.Furthermorejuniper smokeis a part of
Tibetan, as well as Native American, ceremonidse samegoesfor otheraspectof the
structure and format of these rites. InituralNin the deepessenseof the wordNthat the
wilderness rites of passage which call us have much in comiitiothe wildernessrites of
passage that have been calling to the people native to this place for thousands of years.

It is importantto setthis kind of educationin the largercontextof the political,
social, and spiritual struggles of Native Americanghacontextof environmentabctivism,
and in the contexf pan-culturaland universalrites of passageOut of mutual respector
native people and our own cultural historigss importantthat we do not Opretend@ be
doing Native American vision quests.
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CONCLUSION

The stories people tell have a way of taking care of them. If stories come to you, care for
them. And learn to give them away where they are needed. Sometimes a person needs a
story more than food to stay alive.

(Barry Lopez, 1990, p. 41)

Wildernessites of passageevealeachpersonOsfe as a story being written each
moment,andtheyremindus deeplythateachstoryis magnificent.Living oneOdife asa
mythic journeyandperiodicallyreflectingon it reinforcesits dignity. WitnessingoneOs
story deepenshe senseof beingthe authorof oneOguture and the senseof following
oneOslestiny. Wildernessrites of passageguidesNalong with the best teachersand
educatorsNse¢hemselvesswitnessedo the unfolding of thesestories;not astherapists
but as midwives attending the birth of a new chapter. We recognize this aslaethsome
task and an unspeakable gift.

Alone, we seek support.
Hungry, we seek nourishment.
Vulnerable, we seek openness.
Cold, we seek the warmth of an inner flame.
Empty, we seek vision.

Human, we seek not to be different but to be ourselves,
not to find another world, but to live fully in ours.
Most of all, we pray for a gift to bring back to our People and our Place.
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AUTHOR NOTE
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the Wilderness Guides Council, an international group of earth-centered, spiritually-oriented
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is a student and teacher in the Ridhwan School, under the direction of Hameed Ali (A. H.
Almaas). His book, The Diamond Approach, was published by Shambhala Publications in
1999, and he is working on a book on nature-based spiritual practices.

For more information on wilderness rites of passage, contact John by postal mail at 3743
Nelson Road, Longmont, CO 80503 or emall at <jdavis@naropa.edu>. Information is also
on the Web at <www.johnvdavis.com/wild/> and < www.schooloflostborders.com>.



