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To activists, teachers, and healers birthing the ecological Self.



This Earth, What She Is To Me

As I go into her, she pierces my heart. As I penetrate further, she unveils me.
When I have reached her center, I am weeping openly. I have known her all my life, yet
she reveals stories to me, and these stories are revelations and I am transformed. Each
time I go to her I am born like this. Her renewal washes over me endlessly, her wounds
caress me; I become aware of all that has come between us, of the noise between us, the
blindness, of something sleeping between us. Now my body reaches out to her. They
speak effortlessly, and I learn at no instant does she fail me in her presence. She is as
delicate as I am; I know her sentience; I feel her pain and my own pain comes into me,
and my own pain grows large and I grasp this pain with my hands, and I open my mouth
to this pain, I taste, I know, and I know why she goes on, under great weight, with this
great thirst, in drought, in starvation, with intelligence in every act does she survive
disaster. This earth is my sister; I love her daily grace, her silent daring, and how loved I
am how we admire this strength in each other, all that we have lost, all that we have
suffered, all that we know: we are stunned by this beauty, and I do not forget: what she is

to me, what I am to her.

—Susan Griffin, Woman and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her
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ABSTRACT

MAKING OF OURSELVES A LIGHT:
ENGAGING ECOLOGICAL CRISES AS AN INITIATION

by
Renée G. Soule

This research framed environmental crises as an initiation, presaging a new level
of maturity commensurate with and demanded by the challenges we face. It explored how
the ecological Self can be formed, tempered, and sustained via directly addressing
ecological dilemmas. Initiatory thresholds, challenges, and insights experienced by
seasoned activists were revealed and reflected upon. It was hypothesized that engagement
in environmental crises can initiate a mature ecological belonging that embraces and
embodies the essential unity of civilization and wild nature.

The review of literature links perennial purposes of initiation as a pressing
contemporary need to live in dynamic balance with our more-than-human world.
Initiations evoke death, confusion, and rebirth as integral to future-oriented transitions.
Proposing that environmental crises require this caliber of transformation highlights the
possibility that making necessary changes could be subjectively experienced as an
initiation. Little is understood about the initiatory potential of environmental crises and
how to make use of this opportunity.

Imaginal Inquiry allowed participants to explore initiatory dimensions of activism

by experiencing the archetypal contours of severance, liminality, and incorporation
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within a distilled version of their lives as activists. Challenges and potentials of each
stage were evoked, expressed, and reflected upon.

The cumulative learning refers to the process whereby environmental crises call
forth responsive healing capacities of a mature ecological Self. Four learnings illuminate
the initiatory terrain of this process. The first reveals that the severance phase can mark a
permanent divergence from the values and aspirations of dominant culture. The second
states that challenges of taking action can foster strategic and spiritual dimensions of
mature ecological identity. The third points to the need for dynamic incorporation
strategies that stabilize ecological belonging in the tumult of ongoing societal change.
The last learning reveals how responsive attunement to an ecological context can guide
and ripen ecological identity.

Environmental crises present us with a crucial inquiry: Who are we invited to
become? This research indicates that responding to crises directly and honestly answers
this question. As we respond, we come to trust our innate belonging and are transformed

into whom and what our world needs.



ix

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Saying grace at dinner often begins with honoring the fresh food, warm aromas,
and all that is required to create a meal. One may branch into sun, soil, and bugs. If
honest, we remember the wisdom of seeds and their lineage. Before long, a hungry
family may be contemplating the Big Bang. Acknowledging everyone who has made this
project possible would be equally inclusive. Believe me, it takes more than a village!

Thank you, thank you, thank you to my family, friends, colleagues, students,
healers, spiritual companions, lovers, mentors, the homeless who hang out in parks where
I write, and the community of living beings I call my body. Each, in your unique way,
supported and inspired my long dissertation journey and I am grateful.

A special hearty thanks goes to Gabriel and Trevor Soule. Their youthful wisdom,
humor, patience (and impatience) graced and informed my journey to become Dr. Soule.
At one point they suggested skipping getting a Ph.D. altogether and simply writing
“witch doctor” on my business card. Now that I am finished, I just might do that!

To those close to me, more than gratitude, I want to offer relief. Finally! I am
done! I am moving on!

In “The Messenger,” Mary Oliver speaks to what calls me now:

My work is loving the world.

Here the sunflowers, there the hummingbird — equal seekers of sweetness.

Here the quickening yeast; there the blue plums.

Here the clam deep in the speckled sand...

Let me keep my mind on what matters, which is my work,
which is mostly standing still and learning to be astonished.

May we tend what truly matters and shine together.



CONTENTS

ABSTRACT .
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .
Chapter
1. INTRODUCTION .
Research Topic
Relationship to Topic
Theory-In-Practice
Research Problem and Hypothesis
Methodology and Research Design
Learnings
Significance and Implications of the Study
2. LITERATURE REVIEW .
Introduction and Overview
Primordial Roots of Initiation
Contemporary Approaches to Initiation
Sketchy Responsiveness to Environmental Limits
Generative Approaches to Ecological Crises
3. METHODOLOGY .
Introduction and Overview
Participants

Four Phases of Imaginal Inquiry

. vi

. viii

.21

93



Xi

Chapter
4. LEARNINGS . . . . . . . . . . . . ... .. ... .. 110
Introduction and Overview
Cumulative Learning: Malady Begets Medicine
Learning One: Tight Shoes Are Discarded
Learning Two: Liminality Tempers Ecological Identity
Learning Three: We Will Never Have Dessert
Learning Four: Context Capacitates
5. REFLECTIONS . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... . ... ...1lel
Benefits of an Initiatory Frame
Significance of Learnings
Frontiers of Ecological Initiation
Transforming the Cassandra Complex
Implications of Study
Appendix
1. ETHICS APPLICATION . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... . .193
2. CONCEPTUALOUTLINE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. .20
3. CHRONOLOGICALOUTLINE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .204
4. INFORMED CONSENT . . . . . . . . . . . . .. ... .208
5. RESEARCH INVITATION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .209
6. EMAIL INVITATION . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... ...210
7. EMAIL CONTACT TO INTERESTED PARTICIPANTS . . . . . 211

8. TELEPHONE SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE . . . . . . . . 212



Appendix

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

WELCOME LETTER .
DAYLONG RESEARCH SCRIPT .
JOURNAL QUESTIONS .

FOLLOW-UP RESEARCH SCRIPT .

GROUP DEFINITION OF ECOLOGICAL IDENTITY .

14. SUMMARY OF LEARNINGS
15. SUMMARY OF DATA .
NOTES .
REFERENCES .

xii

. 213

. 214

. 224

. 226

. 229

. 231

. 232

. 255

. 299






CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Research Topic

The Great Work before us, the task of moving modern industrial civilization from its
present devastating influence on the Earth to a more benign mode of presence, is not a
role that we have chosen. It is a role given to us, beyond any consultation with ourselves.

—Thomas Berry, The Great Work

Initiation happens. For nearly all of us at some point in our lives, forces seemingly
beyond our control sweep us toward a beckoning future, compelling us to leave the
familiar and endure a time of uncertainty, chaos and wrenching sacrifice. Then, if
fortunate, it is possible begin afresh in ways that better serve others and the world. This is
initiation. Might current environmental crises present an initiatory imperative? This
research reframes environmental crises as an initiation into a new level of maturity
commensurate with the challenges they present. How might environmental activism
facilitate and embolden the initiatory development of post-modern ecological identity?'

According to Mircea Eliade, initiation is an archaic, even primitive, approach to
change.” Why pick an ancient theory and practice of transformation when dealing with
distinctly post-industrial dilemmas? There are many successful contemporary methods
developed in modern fields of psychology, medicine, and social sciences that promote
psychological change. Changing the way people think and behave is a vast undertaking

that engages professions and people of all stripes, including politicians, advertising



agencies, spiritual guides, corporations, rehabilitation enterprises (prisons, drug treatment
centers, etc.), teachers, not to mention parents and couples. Who among us has not
attempted to change others (or themselves) and cobbled together at least a rudimentary
theory of change based upon personal experience, religious tradition, trainings, or various
self-help books? Even among environmentalists, there is no single strategy that promotes
psychological and cultural change. There is a hodgepodge of many.

Initiation is an ancient approach to necessary change. Steven Foster and Meredith
Little have explored why human beings create ritual to evoke and intensify natural cycles
of death, rebirth and renewal observed in nature.’ They postulate that ritualizing
inevitable, and often challenging, periodicities of life celebrates and empowers humans to
be willing and knowing participants in nature’s relentlessly renewing transitions.*
Purposes and principles of this ancient practice may still be relevant. When narrowing in
on a research topic, Foster came in a dream.” He handed me the Zero tarot card, which is
“The Fool.” ® Eye to eye, he said, “Renée, when dealing with too much complexity, it’s
best to go back to the beginning.” What I identify as “ecological initiation” is a fresh
approach to our modern environmental crisis but it goes back to the beginning, to the
ancient praxis of initiation and a return to early roots of human culture. It may be a
sufficiently archetypal and comprehensive rubric for navigating radical changes faced by
our post-industrial modern civilization and each individual in their unique way.

Eliade describes initiation as a “birth to a higher mode of being.” ’ He elucidates:

The term initiation in the most general sense denotes a body of rites and oral

teachings whose purpose is to produce a decisive alteration in the religious and

social status of the person to be initiated. In philosophical terms, initiation is the

equivalent to a basic change in existential condition; the novice from his ordeal

endowed with a totally different being from that which he possessed before his
initiation; he has become another.®



Bill Plotkin says initiation includes any passage between life stages that represents both a
gain (rebirth) and loss (death) for oneself and one’s community.” Partnering loss with
gain is fundamental to initiatory change. Victor Turner describes initiation as an “inner
process of growth and individuation [where one] must leave old ways behind, divesting
oneself of ego’s claims to rank and social function, in order to attain a more highly
individuated stage of growth.” '* Initiations do not foster small changes; they affect
one’s entire life. Is this the tenor of transformation required to adapt to what Bill
McKibben now calls our new planet, “Eaarth?” !

A guiding question for this initiation is: What are environmental crises inviting us
to become? Joanna Macy believes it is the birth of what she calls “ecological identity” or
the “ecological Self.” '* Coined by Arne Naess, this identity is inclusive of all life."” He
notes that a traditional view of self-development includes three stages—from ego to
social self, to metaphysical self. But, he asks, what about the organic relational self, the
one related to our earthly home and immediate environment? He states:

I therefore tentatively introduce the concept of an ecological self. We may be in,

of and for nature from our very beginning. Society and human relations are

important, but our self is richer in its constitutive relations. These relations are not
only relations we have with humans and the human community, but with the
larger community of all living beings."

A deep sense of ecological belonging is a core subjective experience of the
ecological Self. For the purposes of this research the ecological Self includes, but is not
reliant upon, a cognitive understanding of ecology. This belonging can be scientifically
substantiated, rationally grasped, and viscerally experienced.”” For example, Meg

Chadsey teaches audiences about ocean acidification by having them hold their breath.'®

Long after participants are uncomfortable, she points out that the elevated levels of CO,



in their blood, which is the cause for their discomfort, is at a much lower level that what
oceanic life is experiencing today. Audiences who have this experience may cognitively
and emotionally grasp the effects of climate change on the ocean, but even this somatic
and cognitive understanding is an insufficient basis for a mature ecological Self.

The ecological Self, as Macy describes, requires moving from “earth as lover” to
“earth as self” because mature ecological identity is a highly energized felt-sense of being
the Earth in human form.'” Macy elaborates: “The ecological Self... is a metaphoric and
dynamic construct of identity that embodies a profound interconnectedness to all life,
which brings into play wider resources and capacities—courage, endurance, ingenuity—
like a nerve cell in a neural net opening to the charge of other neurons.” '®

John Seed exemplifies this development. When protecting one of the few
remaining rainforests near his home in Australia, he describes how his love of the forest
enabled intellectual and creative capacities to emerge in all his interactions, whether with
loggers, activists, or the living forest. “I was gripped with an intense, profound realization
of the depth of the bonds that connect us to the Earth... I knew then that I was no longer
acting on behalf of myself or my human ideas, but on behalf of the earth, on behalf of my
larger self, that I was literally part of the rainforest defending herself.” '

The development of the ecological Self is a crucial factor in Plotkin’s work as a
rite of passage guide. According to Plotkin, a goal of initiation is expanding one’s sense
of self, which he refers to as one’s “circle of identity” or the portion of the animate world
one actively embraces as essential to one’s existence.”’ A related concept is “psycho-
spiritual center of gravity” which is “the hub of a person’s life, what her day-to-day

existence revolves around.” >' Both concepts indicate a person’s level of maturity. The



more mature the self, the wider the web of life in which person feels a kinship.**
Traditionally, initiations foster leaps in maturity by fostering a larger sense of belonging
to earth and cosmos. Modern initiation guides still emphasize this aspect of the ancient
tradition. “The onset of genuine adulthood,” says Plotkin, “coincides with the appearance
of ecocentricity [because] the more mature the self, the wider the web of life in which we

» 2 Mystical affiliation, he says, is the very core of maturity.**

feel our membership.
Mystical life is often perceived as rarified and distant from the problems of
modern life. Karen Armstrong maintains this distance was not valid for ancient cultures,
because linking practical concerns with mystical knowledge was a primary purpose of
initiation rites.”> Contemporary guides and teachers try to make the mystical connection
with nature real. Robert Greenway enjoyed reminding Wilderness Psychology students,

“Consider earwax and ejaculation. The wilderness is right here!” *°

Foster like to joke
about having a vision of a great Eagle and then getting hit by a big eagle turd.”” On a
more serious note, Thomas Berry holds the numinous powers of nature as “primary and
necessary for every significant human endeavor,” including the scientific and economic.*®
A primary focus of Thomas Hiibl trains his students to be “mystics in the marketplace.” *’
These leading thinkers lead me to reframe environmental crises as an initiation for
humanity. Besides fostering maturity by promoting mystical belonging while engaged in
practical matters, initiation is a path of change that honors sacrifice, humiliation, and
symbolic death by requiring them. Initiations do not sugarcoat the costs of true and
lasting change. Reframing and engaging environmental crisis as an initiation is not, to

borrow one of Barack Obama’s favorite phrases, “putting lipstick on a pig.” ** Walter

Burket points out that initiations tend to be humiliating and even dangerous.’' Instead,



they incorporate hardships and personal sacrifice as part of a tempering ordeal. Macy,
who has worked for over thirty years promoting the development of ecological identity,
observes that travail is part of awakening to an inclusive sense of self.’*> She says,
“Processes of growth and transformation that arise from re-membering our collective
body require a letting-go of outmoded ways of being, old assumptions and old
defenses...[and] this letting go can be a passage through darkness, what systems thinkers

call ‘positive disintegration.”” **

Initiations honor and utilize positive disintegration by
going through difficulties, not around them.

Bringing the ancient praxis of initiation to bear upon complexities of modern
ecological crises—including intransigence in the face of these crises—requires lifting
initiation out of the realm of ritual and into the imagination because informal or life-
based initiations can and do occur outside ritual settings. Eliade postulates that
obfuscated or improvised initiations are present in cultures where ritual has
disappeared.”* Ecological initiation, the focus of this research, occurs primarily outside
ritual settings. Passages that occur in the absence of formal initiations (like ecological
initiation) are made visible via what Michael Meade calls the “initiatory imagination,” a
psychological construct that sustains an ability to perceive initiation in the midst of one’s
life, especially when undergoing major life changes or traumatic experience.” Meade
asserts that an initiatory frame is the only way to make sense of trauma.’® Within an
imagined initiatory framework, one is not a hapless victim being forced to change but
rather a participant in a difficult but meaningful and transformative process. One learns to

surrender to the initiatory imperative of any given crisis. Perceiving ecological crisis as

an initiation could forge an honest and generative approach to facing and contending with



the environmental changes we face—from the inside-out and the outside-in. Perhaps
then, as Paul Hawken contends, environmental crises do not happen to us, but for us.*’
Ken Wilber maintains that environmental crises are primarily developmental,
because not enough people have a world-centric level of consciousness that naturally
cares for the global commons.”® We might be, he suggests, facing an outmoded level of
consciousness and not a genuine pathology. We are not insane, only immature. Initiation,
says Eliade, fosters the death of an individual’s habitual or outmoded way of life in order
to be reborn to a new and more complex level of maturity.”” Initiations do not fix
pathologies, they foster and support leaps in development. Might the challenges inherent
in engaging ecological crises become an initiation that fosters development of the
ecological Self? I explored this possibility with a group of seasoned activists screened for
having a well-developed ecological Self. As a participatory research group, we learned

how activism itself may shape and temper ecological identity.

Relationship to the Topic

Every generation throughout history lived with the tacit certainty that there would be
generations to follow. That certainty is now lost to us, whatever our politics. That loss,
unmeasured and immeasurable, is the pivotal psychological reality of our time.

—Joanna Macy, World as Lover, World as Self

I remember watching a ladybug crawl slowly to the tip of my index finger. A
curious four-year old, I touched its shiny red shell and feelers, asking, “Do you know you
are crawling on a finger of a girl named Renée?” I described a few aspects about myself.
“I like my preschool, pollywogs, mayonnaise...” Seemingly oblivious, she continued

crawling down my finger and up the next one. “I bet you have no idea about preschool,



mayonnaise, or a girl’s fingers!” I continued this one-way conversation, watching her
crawl up and down and upside-down. Suddenly, I noticed my own feet standing on green
grass and wondered, “Who am I crawling on?”” At first, I found the idea funny, but then I
felt an inner sense of falling and not landing. “I am just like the ladybug! I have no idea!”
A visceral sense of being part of something infinitesimally bigger than I could perceive
was dizzying. This disorienting vertigo may have been a beginning realization of
ecological identity.

As akid, I liked to crawl around watching bugs and the intimate lives of small
things, which I called Little Land. 1 enjoyed observing their entire amazing world. I
believe this practice gave me bird’s eye perspective on the world itself. With unnerving
sensitivity, I have peered down upon the unraveling of Earth’s living systems all my life.
Viewing from a distance is accompanied by the same warm and curious intimacy that I
experienced when viewing Little Land. This overviewing perspective fosters profound
sensitivity. Together, sensitivity and a larger perspective inform how I view reality. This
may be why the loss of diverse life on earth is a pivotal psychological reality for me.

Along with joy and delight in life’s intricacies, sensitivity also fuels despair,
wretchedness, and helplessness. I suffer low ecological esteem. Sometimes I hate being
human and feel like a cancer upon the earth, devouring its beauty to create repetitive
patterns of sameness. Other times it fosters the opposite. I feel as if my struggles are the
earth herself waking up, facing her planetary reality and moving toward conscious
participatory evolution. In these times, I take great joy being the earth in human form.
While skiing in the Alps at fifteen, surrounded by a sweeping range of crystalline

mountains, I exulted, “The Earth, she loves skiing!” Truly, she does! This realization



remains an enduring awakening for me. I am inwardly devastated that we humans are
energetically expensive for the planet and life. Yet, earth enjoys being human.

As an activist, I experience myself as fulfilling a planetary immune function.
Along with nurturing Earth’s living systems, I also protect this conversation, the one we
are having right now, reader and writer. From my perspective, all complex human
relations and endeavors (like this reader/writer one) are expressions of life; like roses,
millipedes, clouds, hummingbirds, and frosty mornings. As precious flowerings on the
tree of life, they require particular organic conditions to develop and thrive. Like
rainforest frogs and soaring condors, sensitive features of complex life, which include
this conversation, are endangered—threatened by the same forces that threaten all life
(pollution, loss of habitat, climate change, etc.) The human soul is also prone to
exploitation and needs space for its wild creative expressions.

A subjective sense of being the earth—Iliving as the earth not on the earth—often
leaves me alone and disoriented in a culture that ignores what matters most to me. My
biggest challenge has been finding a clear professional path within this culture.
Ecopsychology is more likely to be a profession in our future. Now it is a bit outlandish.
However, I made a conscious choice to take this less-travelled outlandish path. In my
20s, I studied to be a family doctor. At that time, modern medicine ignored
environmental dangers. While studying, I kept asking, “What does it mean to be a healer
in the context of our times?”” My fellow students and professors steered away from
exploring healing of our larger context. Working in medical institutions broke my heart.
Almost everything we touched was thrown away. Medicine ignored environmental

degradation and contributed to it! Plus, none of the windows opened. Gasping for air, I



10

realized that medicine would not help me be a healer in the context of our times. I left
chemistry in the middle of a class (when the teacher said that all life could be boiled
down to enzymes). I left medical institutions and turned to wild nature and Buddhism.

My Master’s thesis in Wilderness Psychology applied Buddha’s Four Noble
Truths to the essential problem of ecological suffering.** I sought to understand the
psychological roots of human-caused environmental degradation. I discovered that
human beings have a problem with suffering itself, not only the complexity of systemic
problems. This doctoral dissertation attempts not only to befriend suffering, but to let
suffering become a tough friend. Initiation serves this goal with its clear commitment to
honor and undergo what Meade calls the right kind of suffering; the suffering of growing
up, the suffering dying to be reborn, and the suffering that arises when being accountable
for one’s mistakes, even terrible unintentional mistakes.*'

This research explores whether the right kind of suffering is the initiatory pain of
evolution. When studying in India, I found myself disagreeing with the focus on ending
suffering. Instead of ending, what about attending to suffering?** I wondered if the
teachings would be different if Buddha were born a woman. A mother does not ignore the
cries of a baby though she knows that the universe is in constant flux and change is
inevitable, but gets up and responds, even if responding means a loss of sleep and health
(suffering).” T wondered about the spiritual and developmental fruits of responsiveness.
How might responding to suffering soften ingrained habits of greed, selfishness, and
domination? Until now, these habits helped humanity survive, but no longer. I want to
explore ways to change these habits and, by doing so, heed what Mary Oliver imagines as

“Buddha’s Final Instruction,” which is to “Make of yourselves a light.” **
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I glimpsed the possibility of doing so when I read an invitation to attend a
daylong workshop hosted by Karen Jaenke called The Ecological Imagination:
We are living in a time of unimaginable extinction of life forms and disruption of
ecosystems. It is tempting to turn away from the mounting environmental facts,
inhabiting stances of denial, numbness, apathy, or to descend into states of
overwhelm. . . . The day will provide a space for cultivating the mythic, cultural,
and personal imagination need to turn toward the individual and collective
initiation evoked by the ecological crisis.*
The flier invited participants to cultivate “the ecological imagination” by sharing mythic
stories of earth’s destruction and renewal while giving space for participants to express
their emotional responses to environmental crises. What really piqued my interest was the
phrase, “turning toward the individual and collective initiation evoked by the ecological

. s 5y 46
crisis.”

I had never thought of reframing ecological crisis as an initiation. Can
responding to suffering be an initiation? How? This line of questioning became the focus
for my doctoral thesis.

Writing this dissertation has been my arduous, unpredictable, messy initiation.
Early one morning, when I thought I was nearly done with this work, I ran up our local
sacred mountain on Lasqueti Island in Canada. Before reaching the top, I did our family
ritual of opening the magic of the mountain by touching a protrusion on the ancient red
arbutus tree and making a turning gesture as if turning a knob, giving thanks for being
nearly done. At that moment, a forest butterfly dive-bombed straight into my ear. It was
deafening and terrifying inside my head. I could not get it out. Pressing my ear closed
with fingers, trying to suffocate the butterfly. I stumbled to the top and the butterfly
continued its inward journey. Panicked, I ran headlong down the mountain, crying out,

“Die! Die! Die! Just please die!” I plunged into the sea. My ears filled with salty water.

The butterfly finally ceased its terrifying inward squirming and became still. I could not
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take time to remove it from deep in my ear because it was time to catch ferries and small
planes to California. It stayed plugged up in there, muffling my world. A few days later,
its crushed and wilted body emerged after I was finally able to flush it out with water.

During the days I felt its dead body deep in my head, I contemplated its presence.
The butterfly is the mythic mascot of this dissertation. Plotkin observes, “The caterpillar
is to the butterfly as the uninitiated ego is to an initiated one.” *’ Further, psyche, in
ancient Greek means both the human soul and butterfly.* Why did it die inside my
head? One message I got: “Stop thinking about initiation. Become initiation.” I then
realized even my name, “Renée (meaning rebirth) Soule (akin to soul) evokes the spirit of
initiation.* I thought I was nearly done, but I had three more years of hard work ahead.

Another major influence on this research are the eleven years I have taught
Nonviolent Communication to men serving life sentences in San Quentin. I have
witnessed over and over again that, yes, people can and do change. I also learned that
changing is very hard work. My students taught me that coming to terms with mistakes,
metabolizing shame, and working to repair what was broken can be an initiation into
becoming a mature human being who is starkly honest, forgiving of self and others, and
even has a sense of humor.”® My students give me tempered hope in humanity.
Tempered because most human beings do not have the benefit of serving life-sentences.
Nor do they have the need to ponder harm they caused for years on end. Most of us do
not have an opportunity to face a Board of Paroles and prove our care and integrity before
being set loose on the world.

I do not mean to use the terms “benefit” or “opportunity” lightly, but honestly and

soulfully. For my students, healing and redemption are not freely plucked from sunny
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fields like daisies, but are hard-earned and require sacrifice. What about ecological
awakening and integrity? Can humans achieve this generous and tempered maturity?
How? Could it be a path of redemption be similar to that of my San Quentin students? If
s0, in what ways can we help each other? These questions haunt me. Though not

completely resolved, this research helped me live into them more deeply.
Theory-in-Practice: Ecological Awakening Theory
A finely tempered nature longs to escape from the personal life into the world of

objective perception and thought.

—Albert Einstein

This dissertation draws upon “Ecological Awakening Theory,” a term that is
meant to describe an integration of theoretical perspectives that arise from the need for a
lens that perceives the transformative potential of ecological crises. This perspective is
drawn primarily from the work of Berry, Macy, and Plotkin who each teach that
ecological crises can be an impetus for positive change. Other thinkers, like Meade, Hiibl,
Foster, among others, also helped to shape Ecological Awakening Theory.

Berry’s work provides the context for ecological initiation. Traditionally,
initiation requires the context of a creation story. Berry and Brian Swimme provides this
cosmological context, which they calls “the universe story,” maintaining that such a
cosmology enables humans to “enter fruitfully into the web of relationships within the

. 51
universe.”

Berry’s work rests upon the excitement that life is a “numinous experience
wherein we are given to each other in the larger celebration of existence in which all

things attain their highest expression, for the universe, by definition, is a single gorgeous
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celebratory event.” >* Swimme and he use insights of modernity to forge a creation story
based upon a scientific understanding of the cosmos wherein humans are an integral part.
Within this story humans stop seeking a human answer to an earth problem and find an
earth answer to an earth problem. Developing the capacity to become earth’s answer is
the heart of ecological initiation, if humans can awaken into what Berry poetically
describes, “the dream of the earth.” > Further what Berry calls the “Great Work of our
time” is “The Great Work now, as we move into a new millennium, is to carry out the
transition from a period of human devastation of the Earth to a period when humans
would be present to the planet in a mutually beneficial manner.” >*

Macy describes the potential of our time as “the Great Turning,” whose three
dimensions include stopping ecological harm, understanding and addressing the systemic
causes of environmental destruction, and transforming consciousness that is the root
cause of environmental crises.” Similar to Berry’s Great Work, Macy teaches that our
primary task is to turn away from an “Industrial Growth Society” toward a “Life

Sustaining Civilization” which requires what she calls the “great unraveling.” *°

Turning
away and unraveling is heralded by feelings of despair, fear, helplessness, and rage that
arise when one honestly faces threats to life on earth.”” Macy sees the ability to be
affected as a sign of interconnectedness and health.”® We need this energy of authentic
emotional connection to attend to the Great Turning.”> What Macy brings to Ecological
Awakening Theory is her discovery that the pain people feel in response the larger
suffering of our world is a hallmark of ecological identity. Therefore, pain is a good sign.

Plotkin brings the wisdom of initiation to bear upon ecological crises. Like Berry

and Macy, he understands that the problems we face present opportunities to grow and
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mature psychologically.” His map of human development is based upon initiatory stages
in which the capacity to promote ecological balance is the apex of human potential in our
historical moment.®’ He says the primary focus of his work as an initiation guide is to
further Macy’s Great Turning and Berry’s Dream of the Earth. He holds that this
furthering can, and should, arise via maturation. He describes this development: I do not
mean something implausible or fanciful. I mean what simply amounts to growing up.
Rather than become something other-than-human or superhuman, we are summoned to
become fiully human.”® Ecological Awakening Theory does not use Plotkin’s
developmental map of maturation, but it does rest upon his insight that contemporary
initiation naturally leads to a sense of “earth citizenship,” where one’s identity and core
values are recast accordingly.®®

Ecological Awakening Theory reveals and highlights initiatory dimensions of
ecological engagement, with an eye to discovering ways to support and encourage this
“Great Turning” and “great work of our time.” Via this theory’s lens, insights gleaned
from real-life experiences and reflections of seasoned environmental activists might shed

light on the initiatory terrain and potentials of ecological crises.

Research Problem and Hypothesis

Now it can dawn on us: we are our world knowing itself. We can relinquish our
separateness. We can come home again—and participate in our world in a richer, more
responsible, and poignantly beautiful way than before.

—Joanna Macy, World as Lover, World as Self

Is it possible to engage current environmental crises as an initiation into a new

level of maturity and wakefulness rather than a disaster to avoid or hope others resolve?
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Environmental activists embody this possibility. How might their long term-engagement
and sense of accountability constitute an initiatory rite of passage? I hypothesized that
seasoned environmental activists may, through their years of perseverance and facing the
culture’s ecological crises, undergo an initiatory journey that correlates with archetypal
patterns of initiation. Over time, the fruits of this engagement could result in the ongoing
development of and commitment to a post-modern ecological identity. More than proving
the validity of this hypothesis, this research explores the initiatory contours of ecological
engagement. Increased knowledge about this terrain could lead to surer footing in the
territory of ecological initiation occurring during massive environmental upheavals.

It could also shed light on what is missing for devoted activists who are not
experiencing positive developmental shifts. If, indeed, seasoned environmental activists
undergo an initiatory journey that leads to a tempered ecological maturity, then one could
then say, with some degree of confidence, that willingly turning towards environmental
crises should be a developmental path of awakening, maturation, and psychological
development. If not, what prevents the initiation from occurring? Practically speaking,

how does one engage ecological crisis as an initiation into ecological identity?

Methodology and Research Design

If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called research, would it?

—Albert Einstein

Imaginal Inquiry, a participatory research methodology developed at Meridian

University, requires that one’s research topic be evoked in real time. I could not talk
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about the initiatory journey of activists; I had to evoke this journey in real time. This
allowed participants to speak from, rather than about, their experience as activists.

To this end, I gathered 11 seasoned environmental activists (selected for having a
well-develop ecological identity) to participate in a daylong outdoor experience that was
structured to be an initiation. This mini-initiation included the three phases of initiation,
severance, liminality and incorporation. Two weeks later, we met to reflect upon
initiatory thresholds (challenges, turning points, insights) revealed in their condensed
daylong ecological initiation.

Day One began with the initial phase of Severance, or what I called, “taking leave
of an old way of life.” This led to exploring the liminal experience, which I referred to as
“carrying hard truths” that are not readily accepted or believed by dominant culture. Each
activist shared their “hard truth” with “dominant culture.” Dominant culture was role-
played by the rest of the group. This exercise intended to evoke the hardships of
liminality. The passage out of the liminal phase was a solitary blindfold journey through
a tunnel contemplating, “What carries me through dark times?” Incorporation took place
in a public rose garden, where activist-participants contemplated and shared in dyads “the
thorns and roses” of one’s daily work as an activist. At the end of the day, everyone
gathered on a lookout to review and catch a glimpse of “new horizons.” The day
concluded with a gathering around a fire, sharing a meal, and recounting key moments.

The second meeting was a chance for participants to understand the purpose and
nature of the research and participate in its meaning-making phase. We openly discussed
the overall purpose of the research: initiatory development of ecological identity via a

path of ecological engagement. I also shared preliminary learnings (findings) with them.



18

We then delved into the secondary research question: How might environmental crises be
engaged as an initiatory path of awakening and development? An important part of Day
Two was providing participants a chance to re-do the “truth-telling exercise.” I offered
them this chance after they understood the initiatory potential of activism and after
relaxing into a group definition of ecological identity (cobbled together from their journal
entries of Day One). The differences between truth-telling experiences of Day One and

Two were significant and contributed to the learnings.

Significance and Relevance of the Topic

“Make of yourself a light,” said the Buddha, before he died.

—Mary Oliver, “The Buddha’s Last Instruction”

When beginning this research, I had a dream. I am sitting at my desk (which is
near the floor), cross-legged on my cushion. Writing on my computer, I am draped only
in wet cloak of long gossamer sheets of silken slime. The cloak is silvery in the light but
transparent, embedded with what appear to be countless small shimmering jewels of
different sizes. Realizing these silken robes of slime are alive and they need to stay wet, I
get up occasionally and go outside. As I walk, I hold out my arms, spreading the veils of
gossamer slime so that they gently brush through rain-splashed foliage. Fresh wetness
coats the slimy jewels and drips upon my warm skin. Enjoying the moment (and the
break from typing), I lift my arms to look more closely at the slime, gazing upon the
lovely jewels of varied sizes. As I look carefully, I see they are eggs! Many, many eggs!
Countless thousands of unborn creatures are embedded in my slimy silken cloak. I am

spellbound. In each jeweled entity, is an eye—a shining, clear, mobile dark eye—peering
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consciously into the world, fixing itself upon my movements, watching me silently,
unblinking, awake, as if pleading with me. These are the yet-to-be-born, those watching
knowing eyes in our not-so-distant future. Perhaps (as it seemed in my dream) they are
silently praying for us to wake up and engage the environmental crises as an initiation.

On a less dream-like note, this research has the potential to address evil as
clarified by Adolf Guggenbiihl-Craig. He sees evil not as a sin in the religious sense, but
a lacunae or empty place in a person’s psyche. Evil arises from lacunae in the human soul
where Eros, the energy of life loving life, is simply absent, a “particular form of

s 64

invalidism of Eros. In his song, “Anthem,” Leonard Cohen invites this possibility

with his lyrics, “Ring the bells that still can ring. Forget your perfect offering. There is a

crack, a crack in everything. That's how the light gets in.” ®°

If true, then perhaps the
empty, fearful places within us that obstruct our capacity for deep ecological relatedness
can also be spaces for ecological identity to emerge. What is required is a willingness to
be present to that vacuous emptiness, to feel and give affectionate attention to the
numbed emptiness of indifference, avoidance, blame, and cold-heartedness.

It is easier to see others as evil, rather than oneself. In this habitual shift of blame,
humans tend to miss the initiatory potential of accountability. Guggenbiihl-Craig asserts,
“Quite possibly, the task of Eros is to help us to accept our own monstrosity and that of
others, along with that of psychopaths.” ® As teenager, I lived in Germany and explored
how an advanced civilization descended into primitive cruelty. I wanted to understand
evil. Eventually, I found myself looking into a mirror. Am I not participating in an

ecological holocaust? Do I hold the ubiquitous belief in human superiority? Do I lust for

material comfort and social status? What about my careless daily actions?®®
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This research seeks to redeem a path of ecological accountability and stop seeing
others as the problem or solution. Often, I imagine that my San Quentin students tell the
shame-ridden and guilt-stricken part of me: “Hey! Wake up! Stop shirking! Look at your
crime! Take full responsibility! Grow up! You can do it! It will be healing!” And I
remember what I teach them when working creatively with shame: “Repair is possible.”

I imagine reframing crises and ecological trauma as an initiation could be useful
for activists, teachers, psychologists, and all people seeking to adopt a more wholesome
and sustainable lifestyle. Yes, it will be arduous, but who said initiations where easy?
Further, the passage toward ecological identity may already be underway for many of us,
but in a semi-conscious fashion. Knowing the basic structure, purposes, and terrain of
ecological initiation could support our journey and enable us to help each other with skill,
compassion, and a sense of humor. Those devoted to ecological healing could recognize
hardships, resistance, and failure may be part of initiatory development and take heart.

The greatest significance of this research is the possibility that this research may
encourage one to love life, to really love life. This love is palpable when witnessed in
teachers like Macy, Seed, and Foster. It transmits to their students and colleagues. This
love, in my experience, is energizing and infinitely creative.

Norse Mythology paints a picture of the end of the world. Everything dies,
including even the Gods! In a tiny shed, amidst the smoking ruins of total destruction,
huddle two entities. They emerge from the dust of utter destruction and look around.

Their names: Life and Love-of-Life. From their dance, all may be born anew.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction and Overview

“The world has not ended,” says McKibben, “but the world, as we know it, has.” !
This assertion not only necessitates societal adaptations, but inner development may also
be required. If crisis could be viewed as an invitation to evolve, what and who are we
invited to become? Environmental philosophers suggest the invitation is to step into a
larger identity able to take an ecological perspective that is not only human-oriented, but
inclusive and caring of all life, including humans and culture. How then might activism
itself—the daily work of responding courageously and creatively to environmental
challenges—constitute an initiatory rite of passage into a system-oriented ecological
identity? Could understanding the transformative potential of activism help people
engage ecological crisis as a rite passage rather than submit to a tragic disaster?

This inquiry rests upon three theoretical footholds.” The first, carved in Section
One, “The Primordial Roots of Initiation,” traces transcultural indigenous roots of
initiation and develops an understanding of its perennial structure and purposes. Initiation
is an ancient ritual designed to help human beings understand, attend to, and participate
in the transformative initiatory change inherent in life. Initiation is undergoing a
renaissance. Contemporary approaches to initiation provide a second foothold for
reframing environmental crises as an initiation. Section Two, “Contemporary Approaches

to Initiation,” looks at ways this ancient method of change is being reinvented for modern
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people. Section Three, “Sketchy Responsiveness to Environmental Limits,” stretches into
the sobering environmental realities of our time. What underlies the dearth of responses
to a life-threatening situation? Rather than reiterate a litany of dire environmental facts,
Section Three explores the puzzlement of personal and societal intransigence in the face
of ecological disintegration. Activists contend with this sluggishness on a daily basis.
What is the role of resistance, and dealing with resistance, in ecological initiations? The
final section, “Forging Generative Approaches to Ecological Crises,” explores what
Meade calls the “initiatory imagination.” This mode of perception, says Meade, is deeply
embedded in the human psyche and naturally allows us to perceive tumultuous shifts in
identity that occur outside ritual settings as initiations.” He also says this frame helps us
make sense of trauma in all its forms. Perceiving initiation as a formal ritual and
archetypal pattern or map of transformative change can help constellate radical necessary
change, even for modern secular people.

These four sections lay the groundwork for researching the possibility of healing
our world and transforming ourselves as a seamless forward movement.* Initiation is an
ancient path of change that brings personal and collective healing together. Drawing
sustenance from a deep understanding of the principles of initiation could help us work
honestly and fearlessly with environmental challenges facing us today. This research may
also provide a fresh approach to exhausting and demoralizing ecological dilemmas.
Framing activism as an initiation does not offer solutions, but it suggests how to swim in

rough waters.
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Section One: Primordial Roots of Initiation
See up there? Two canyons. One is Sacred Canyon and the other is Thunder Canyon. Go
up there, and don’t come back until the voices have stopped.

—Steven Foster

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “initiate” (which comes from the Latin
initiara, to begin and initi-um, beginning) as “to begin, commence, open, instigate, give

>3 The root of the word “nature” comes from Latin, natura, which

rise to, and originate.
means “birth” and refers to “everything, everyone, all creation.” ® This semantic root
implies that at its core, nature is endlessly birthing, commencing, and instigating, which
parallels the central meaning of initiate. Psyche means “soul” or “breath” in ancient
Greek, and pertains to life or “the animating principle of man and other living beings.” ’
For ancient Greeks, psyche also referred to the butterfly, a creature whose signature
attribute is a radical transformation from hungry grub, to cocooned pupae, to winged
butterfly.® Thus the semantic roots of the word psyche refer to the soul’s affinity with
initiation and nature. The Oxford Dictionary illuminates this connection, “The poor grub
expands into a beautiful form with rainbow wings. The Greeks called it Psyche. A

manifest emblem of the soul.” °

As a manifest emblem of the soul, a butterfly’s life-
passage is uncannily congruent with the three phases of initiation, which involve dying to
an old way of being and suffering the dissolution of the cocoon to be reborn into a new
form (severance, liminality, and incorporation). Themes of death and rebirth, core to the
ever-renewing essence of nature, run through and link initiation and the soul.

Ancient people appear to have understood the congruence between soul,

initiation, and nature. Scholars who studied intact indigenous cultures speculate that the
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need for humans to align with the ways of nature gave rise to rituals of initiation.'® These
rites reach into deep roots of human culture, back to our earliest beginnings when
adhering and surrendering to the regenerative cycles and rhythms of nature were required
to survive. Contemporary indigenous teachers of initiation taught Foster and Little that
initiation is not a human invention at all, but arises from observing and imitating
rejuvenating cycles of nature.'' They assert, “From the beginning of human time, the
union of human and Nature has brought forth a healing mythos for the collective woes of
the people. ...You would be helpless indeed if you completely ignored your ability to
hear the roaring of the Sacred River....” ' A contemporary purpose of initiation is to
reestablish the ancient bond between humans and nature.

Creation myths were also a thematic foundation of ancient initiation rituals.
Assuming one’s part in a larger creation story gave initiates an embodied understanding
of their place in one’s culture and the cosmos. Extreme experiences of deprivation, loss,
and humiliation within initiations reveal that a sacrifice of a smaller or limited identity
was required to fully play one’s part in a larger eternal story. Karen Armstrong notes that
as subjects of the cosmos, initiated humans also came to understand and respect nature’s
ruthless rhythms of birth, death, and renewal.”> Along with situating individuals within a
cosmic context, respect and understanding provided the foundation for a tempered
maturity required for survival.

Armstrong directly connects primordial survival needs in harsh untamed
wilderness environments to the development of initiation myths and rituals.'"* She asserts
that these rituals were mythic, but not escapist. A call to larger belonging was also a call

to come to terms with life’s hardships and align with the power of nature. She traces the
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evolution of ritual along evolutionary lines of culture from hunter-gatherer, through
agriculture, up to urban industrialism. She postulates that the Neolithic revolution (when
agriculture became the basis of culture) heralded a growing awareness of a fecund
creative energy that pervaded the entire cosmos, an energy that invited, and demanded,
cooperation. At this point, she writes, the mythical imagination “becomes more concrete
and circumstantial; what was originally amorphous gains definition and becomes
particular.” "> Forces of nature became manifestations of the Great Mother, a feminine
energy that was not gentle or consoling, but powerful and commanding respect. Honoring
her meant surrendering to death as part of renewal. In ancient myths, all consorts of the
Goddess are “torn apart, dismembered, brutally mutilated, and killed before they can rise
again, with the crops and new life.” '® Consider the seed buried underground or the
trammeling of grapes to make wine.!” The brutal nature of initiation rites, says
Armstrong, imitated what ancient people observed in nature. They helped people
cultivate courage and make sacrifices required by life.'®

What is primordial is frequently derided as outmoded by modern peoples, Omer
notes.'” Initiation’s connection to wild nature is a case in point. Because these rites have
their roots deep in human history, back to our days as hunter-gatherers, they appear to
embody an antiquated and regressive reliance on the numinous powers of nature.
Scholars like Wilber might instinctively place my research in the company of what he
calls “descenders” or “flatlanders” who attempt to elevate earlier stages of human and
cultural development to a higher level of development and importance than is warranted
or accurate.”’ Honoring the roots of initiation is not an attempt to romanticize or inflate

an ancient practice, but to honor the deep history of coping with the imperative to change
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when required by our habitat. Modern people are rediscovering our dependence upon,
and vulnerability to, the forces of wild nature. We can use of dose of ancient wisdom.
Wilber also points out the benefits to exploring the “archeological layers of our
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own present awareness. He notes the generative power of honoring our past. “There

is a rush of energy released when reading Carl Jung or Joseph Campbell or Eliade or even
Robert Bly—we are watering our roots, and they help us send forth new branches.” **
Still, Wilber would likely consider a framework for change developed by land-based
peoples, who were wholly dependent upon adapting to the rhythms of nature, to be
ineffective in regards to problems of urban-based modernity. We are no longer
agricultural people, so what is the point of aligning with the powers of nature?

This research does not attempt to regress to outmoded practices of initiation. Nor
does it espouse copying ancient ceremonies. Rather, it is an attempt to allow an ancient
understanding of change to shed light upon individual and cultural leaps in development
and reveal how such developments might be intentionally supported. More specifically,
this research seeks to discover the ways in which engaged activism might parallel the
patterns of change ancient peoples observed in nature and which were then woven into
their initiation rituals. Wilber, in his most current work, postulates that each line of
development has its flowering extending into the present and even out into the future.
The practice of initiation might flower into its post-modern expression.”> He also
maintains that environmental crises are primarily developmental, because not enough
people have a world-centric level of consciousness that naturally cares for the global

commons.”* We might be, he suggests, facing an outmoded level of consciousness and

not a genuine pathology. We are not insane, only immature. Again, initiation addresses
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both developmental and evolutionary challenges facing people, individually and
collectively.

Armstrong postulates that even as modern people gain more control over their
environment, the vivid necessity of initiatory ritual has not faded from collective
memory.” Its primordial purposes, she says are still pertinent. Why might these purposes
remain vital? A clear sign of relevance of initiation rituals is the very fact of their
enduring existence. Michael J. Murray and Andrew Goldberg conclude that religious
rituals serve an evolutionary purpose, not because beliefs are correct or scientifically
verifiable, but because religious belief itself seems to be adaptive and favorable to human
flourishing.*® The simple durability of religion’s presence in human cultures the world
over is proof of its survival value, argue these theorists. Religious rites also have moral
value, which could also aid in human survival. Similarly, David Sloan Wilson
summarizes, “There is a universal human nature that transcends cultural differences. This
nature is moral and believing.” >’ In a similar fashion, initiations may also serve
universal aspect of human nature.

Is it possible bring a modern understanding to wisdom traditions like initiation
and evolve them in appropriate ways? Wilber points out, “A Zen master might have a
profound intuition of oneness and be dedicated to not harming a single living being, but
that doesn’t mean that the Zen master will automatically know that Styrofoam will kill
life.” *® Ancient practices may require updating, though their essence and primal
purposes will remain steady and enduring. An exploration of initiation’s archetypal form

and purposes provide the backbone for a post-modern revival of initiation.
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Enduring Structures of Initiation
The meaning of ritual is deep indeed. He who tries to enter it with the kind of perception
that distinguishes hard and white, same and different will drown there.

—Xunzi

It is important to note that many studies of indigenous cultures took place as these
cultures were rapidly being lost in the age of imperial conquest. This loss leaves modern
people (myself included) solely with an intellectual understanding of indigenous
approaches to initiation. We clumsily follow in the footsteps of perhaps equally clumsy
scholars, seeking to understand an ancient practice that dynamically links transformative
change, the human soul, and wild nature in ways that are relevant and revelatory.
Traditional rituals are still practiced in indigenous cultures but traditions can break.

The perennial structures and purposes of initiation rites appear to abide, even in
our modern era, when rites of passage are being reinvented and reconstituted. Ronald
Grimes insists that the process of reinventing rites of passage be done humbly, by letting
go of one’s cultural arrogance.”” By observing ancient cultures, even as they came under
colonial control, Arnold van Gannep, Turner, and Eliade created conceptual
understandings of initiation that are still in use today.*

Van Gennep was the first to attempt an objective trans-cultural understanding of
initiation. In 1909, he assembled “all the ceremonial patterns” that guide participants
through major life changes.”' He noted that all rituals of initiation required that “the
individual pass from one defined position to another which is equally well defined.” **
Because he noted the particular importance of these transitional rituals, he singled out

“rites of passage” as a special category.” His main method, as an early anthropologist,
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was to observe rituals and ceremonies of pre-industrial societies. Swept up by the spirit of
the late nineteenth century, he systematically organized and dissected religious and
ceremonial practices of ancient cultures and created what he considered a trans-cultural
conceptual understanding of initiation.”* He also showed that what appeared to
Europeans to be outlandish and often drastic ceremonies of primitive peoples, actually
served specific and rational functions that sustained individual and group life.

Though insistent that these “life crises ceremonies” needed to be examined in
their entirety and in the social setting in which they were found, van Gannep emphasized
their cross-cultural similarities. He coined their general description, rifes de passage (in
English, passage means transition).”> His other lasting contribution to our modern cross-
cultural understanding of initiation was to map the stages of these rites. He identified the
three experiential “schema” or themes within these passages; the first being “separation”
(separation), followed by a “transition” phase (marge or limen) and concluding with
“incorporation” (aggregation).’® Because many rites of transition marked a passage from
one tribal territory to another, he chose to use physical metaphors for these stages, even
for those rites that were social or psychological and did not involve physically passing
into another community’s territory.>’

Van Gannep observed that a primary purpose of ritualizing life passages was to
recognize, honor, and widen the often confusing and chaotic segues between stages of
development.®® This intentional broadening and intensifying the nebulous place in-
between stages of development appeared to him to be essential to initiation rites. He
noticed myriad ways rites are ritualized and highlighted the nowhere land between stages,

the here and there time. He named this segue territory /imen (Latin for threshold) or
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marge (whence comes our word margin). Though /imen refers to a narrow piece of wood
marking the threshold of a doorway, this neither-here-nor-there threshold space becomes
ritually and experientially significant in initiations. This space, observed van Gannep,
embodies the heart of initiatory experience in part because liminal experiences are
considered crucial preparation for an upcoming “postliminal” stage.” In other words,
liminality prepares initiates for their new life.

Along with the liminal phase, van Gannep viewed the final incorporation phase as
crucial to initiation rituals.** Initiations are complete only when one is no longer in the
same physical, social, or psychological territory as before. He observed that most
passages predispose a radical shift in perspective that is both practical and spiritual. One
moves to a new social status while simultaneously viewing as sacred what had previously
been mundane or profane.”!

Van Gannep observed that a chaotic, and sometimes torturous, phase of transition
exists within all natural periodicities that govern life, especially crisis. Tough transitions
are inherent to existence, but if they are not ritualized, he surmised, they might be
overlooked or neglected.** He also came to appreciate the deep organic and even cosmic
roots of initiation rituals. “It is indeed a cosmic conception that relates the stages of
human existence to those of plant and animal life and, by a sort of pre-scientific
divination, joins them to the great rhythms of the universe.” **

Though van Gannep delineated sixteen types of rites relevant to different kinds of
passages, he still brought to light the basic archetypal schema of separation, transition,
and incorporation in all life crisis ceremonies and rites of transition.** Van Gannep tried

not to oversimplify the elaborate rites he studied or their purposes, but his synthesis of
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vastly diverse indigenous ceremonies has been characterized as an oversimplification by
Grimes.*® Even so, his broad descriptive brushstrokes of rites of passage remain the
dominant lens of initiation used by contemporary scholars, ritual practitioners, and
contemporary guides.

Because modern cultures have not, for the most part, maintained traditions of
initiation, I would like to express gratitude to indigenous cultures with intact lineages of
initiation that enable modern people, like me, to better understand this practice of
transformation. Modern rites of passage guides, myself included, have been accused of
cultural appropriation when doing this work. My sincere intention is to honor the
integrity, beauty and power of this rite—humbling acknowledging the break in tradition
that exists in my cultural lineage. As will be explored, engaging ecological crisis does not
copy previous rites, but, in the words of Grimes, is an attempt to “reinvent rites of

passage.” ¢

He acknowledges the “damage done by universalism” on the part of
scholars, and he also recommends reaching across the barriers of culture to search for

connections and continuities.*’

Basic Types of Initiation

The [Eleusinian] Mysteries touched on something that was common to all men...an
essential gift no one may describe or utter because [as Homer describes] “great awe of
the gods makes the voice falter.”

—Carl Kerényi, Eleusis: Archetypal Image of Mother and Daughter

Another scholar, Eliade, whose life overlapped with van Gannep for fifty years,
also studied rites of passage extensively the world over. Like van Gannep, he came to

appreciate the profundity of these rituals and ways they served to cohere, update, and
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develop the individual as well as community and society. Eliade came to describe
existence itself as an initiation, noting that every human life is formed by a series of
ordeals and repeated experiences of death and resurrection.”® Along with van Gannep, he
perceived that initiations occur outside the bounds of intentional ritual settings. He came
to respect initiation as both an archetype and an explicit ritual. Further, he noted that even
among modern people “without religion,” certain symbols of initiation can still awaken a
metaphysical comprehension of the world.*” Awakening this capacity is essential if one
is to engage ecological crises as a rite of passage for humanity.

Eliade identifies initiation as the most profound and significant of all rituals. “It is
through initiation that, in primitive and archaic societies, man becomes what he is and
what he should be—a being open to the life of the spirit, hence one who participates in

» 30 For Eljade, initiation does not merely involve

the culture into which he was born.
one’s personal destiny, but the religious life and spiritual grounding of one’s entire
community.’’ Though their structures are similar, not all initiations serve the same
purposes. Eliade says the history of religion identifies three types of initiations.”> The
first type works with inevitable transitions related to age or status. The second involves
entry into elite societies. The third is shamanic, mystical, or involving a special vocation.
The first type includes community-based rituals that support individual’s
transition from childhood or adolescence to adulthood.” These inevitable and radical
changes in a person’s (and their community’s) life are likely the most common initiation.

In his photomontage of rites of passage around the world, Anders Ryman documents that

ancient rites pertaining to natural life passages, like becoming an adult, husband, mother,
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or elder are still being practiced in our modern era.>* These initiations are usually
obligatory for all community members and serve to preserve social order and integrity.

The second type involves people who enter secret societies, elite groups, or, in our
modern era, fraternities.”> For better or worse, this type of initiation greatly influences
our contemporary understanding of initiation, where initiation equates humiliating
experiences that grant entry into college fraternities, cults-like groups like the Hell’s
Angels, elite military units such as the Green Berets, or any number of secret societies.
How fast one can gobble a roll of toilet paper while crawling up stairs or withstand the
public humiliation of group spankings are seen as typical initiation experiences. The
many profane and mundane uses of initiation, especially of the hazing variety, in modern
society triggers suspicion for people such as my father, John Soule, as he cannot see how
this concept or these kinds of experiences relate to environmental crises.’® Though
elements of these hazing rituals may share aspects of ancient rites, they are not grounded
in their overarching purposes. The original purpose of humiliation was not an end in itself
or meant as entertainment for onlookers, but a necessary part of identity expansion.

The third type, which is less commonly recognized in modernity, occurs in
connection with a mystical role in one’s community, like that of a shaman, medicine
man, or spiritual leader.”” This type of initiation involves a more select group than the
first two because “deeper religious experience and knowledge demand a special vocation,

58 Ce . ..
” % Tnitiations to secret societies can be

or exceptional will power and intelligence.
bought with gifts. Not so, says Eliade, for the shaman or soul-healer.”” More often than

not, the initiation is unplanned, unexpected, not orchestrated by one’s community. Nor,

of course, is it required. A shamanic or vocational initiation tests one’s mettle in terms of
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a unique calling or purpose, which is neither available to (nor desired by) other
community members.”

Of all types of initiation, this third category may be most applicable to the
experience of environmental activists. Though ubiquitous deteriorating environmental
conditions should call forth an initiatory awakening that leads to a radically new way of
life for all of us, few human beings respond to this call (for now). Similar to shamanic
rites of passage, this type of initiation tests one’s mettle in terms of following a unique
calling or purpose that is not readily available, or desired, by most people. Initiations that
involve purpose or one’s calling, observes Greg Bogart, are inherently difficult.®’ Eliade
clarifies further that the shaman or mystic “is not solely an ecstatic, but also a
contemplative—a thinker. In later civilizations, the philosopher will be recruited among
these beings, to whom the mysteries of existence represent a passionate interest and who

are drawn, by vocation, to know the inner life.” 62

It appears that only a select few are
able or willing to undergo the third type of initiation.

Ecological initiation fits loosely into this third category of initiations because it is
not a predictable maturation passage nor does it mark one’s entry into a secret society.
Similar to other vocational initiations, dedicated activism is outside the bounds of normal
vocational options. It is also exceedingly trying, and often heralded by a powerful calling
to serve life beyond one’s personal needs. Those called are also among the minority.
Given ubiquitous environmental, humanity as a whole could be called to respond and
transform their lives. For the time being, those called to ecological healing are rare.

Eliade helped to free initiation from being seen as a time-bound and culturally

mediated ritual limited to these three types to viewing initiation’s role in a broader
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cosmic arena.” Over the course of his life, Eliade came to see existence itself as an
initiation, noting that every human life is formed by a series of ordeals and repeated
experiences of death and resurrection.”* He pioneered the view that initiation can be seen
as an archetype. Initiation, he wrote, has not disappeared, it has gone underground and
“_..remains alive chiefly in modern man’s unconscious.” ® To this end, Eliade observed
that although stylized rites have mostly disappeared in modern secular society, the need,
hunger for, and obfuscated expressions of initiatory experience are still present via
human imagination and reappear in desacralized forms via meaningful experiences,
literature, and film.*® Initiation rites that have endured in modern times, he observes, are
those able to situate one’s personal dilemma and sufferings within context of an ancient
story or myth.” Eliade was certain that the archetypal motif of initiation does not
become stale or meaningless if the connection between individual, myth, and daily
cultural life are made real and maintained.®®

Victor Turner also expanded van Gannep’s perspectives of initiatory structures to
include cultural transformations, in particular those spawned by 1960s counter-revolution
in the Western world.”” He recognized the applicability of van Gannep’s tripartite
structure of traditional initiation (separation, liminality, and integration) as a useful way
to understand both ancient rituals of passage as well as the dynamics of cultural
transformation and processes of societal change.”’ Turner contextualized his explorations
by asking, “Where is society going?” or “Whither goes the world?” ”' He came to see
that van Gannep’s structure of the initiation process is applicable to situations where
“undoing, dissolution, decomposition are accompanied by process of growth,

transformation, and the reformulation of the old elements into new patterns.” '
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Societies, he observed, go through a similar process of initiation that imitate natural
cycles of death, rebirth and renewal during times of cultural renewal.”

Like van Gannep, Turner came to place great value on the liminal, what he called
the “betwixt and between” phase.”* Through his experimental and experiential work with
larger groups, he observed the fertility of the often eerie and tumultuous liminal gap
between orderly, staid social worlds and an inchoate emerging world.” This “fruitful
darkness” is essential to social evolution, Turner thought, because within a neither-here-
nor-there betwixt and between phase social norms and root paradigms can be questioned
and revised.”® Turner describes root paradigms as the “genetic codes of culture” which
are invisible, directive, and instinctively accepted.”’ These root paradigms shape human
attitudes, beliefs, and acceptance of particular outcomes and are difficult to change. He
identified liminality as a space where radical deconstruction of root paradigms can occur,
a “realm of primitive hypothesis, where there is a certain freedom to juggle with the
factors of existence.” ’® A surefire way to judge whether an initiation occurs, posits

Turner, is to determine if root paradigms become conscious, are actively questioned, and

then transformed. Or not.

Initiation-Based Communities or Communitas

When school and mosque and minaret get torn down, then dervishes can begin their
community.

2

—Rumi, “Betrayal into Trust

While working with initiation during the social tumult of the 1960s, Turner

identified two liminal structures not spoken of in previous studies of initiation. He
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observed that when people who are in a similar state of flux and then find themselves in
liminal space together, they tend to create a special kind of liminal community; he called
these temporary communities communitas.” Turner observed that shared liminal
experience both requires and creates liminal culture. Communitas are liminal in nature
and not strictly ordered, but they are not, Turner emphasized, irrational. These liminal
communities create liminal social structures, what he calls “anti-structures,” where rigid
or hierarchical systems of society are let go for the sake of ritual or liminal fluidity.*
These anti-structures tend to be undifferentiated, egalitarian, direct, and non-rational.
Turner believed that experimenting with new ways of viewing society and culture
encourage liminality within the larger culture and thereby foster cultural transformation.
Not only do these in-between-communities provide a platform for social change
to materialize, they also provide a haven for those in the throes of personal liminality.
Turner said initiation entails an “inner process of growth and individuation [where one]
must leave old ways behind, divesting oneself of ego’s claims to rank and social function,
in order to attain a more highly individuated stage of growth.” ¥ Communitas provide
anchoring without hindering change. Turner observed that a lack of communitas can

foster “an unlivable liminality and feelings of despair.” **

They provide a cohering sense
of belonging for a group of self-selected “outsiders” who share initiatory objectives and
require isolation from social norms and confining cultural beliefs.*’ In summary, they
offer a frothy but safe container for innovation and a stabilizing sense of belonging,

where individual and groups move through a “constant dialectal process that involves

successive experiences of high and low, communitas and structure, homogeneity and
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differentiation, equality and inequality.** This type of juxtaposition, he says, is essential
to the evolution of culture and can be observed in any “great society.” ®

Another initiatory structure uniquely identified by Turner is action-oriented. He
noted that during times of profound social transition, small actions that challenge cultural
norms take on significant symbolic meaning. He called these small but highly symbolic
actions “liminoid forms of symbolic action,” asserting that they are key to cultural
evolution.*® Liminoid forms of symbolic action are similar to ritualized actions. He also
refers to symbols and symbolic actions as “storage bins of information, not about
pragmatic techniques, but about cosmologies, values, and cultural axioms.” *” They are
imbued with a sense of larger purpose during liminal phases and later become woven into

behaviors of daily life.*® He explains succinctly, “Symbols instigate social action.” *’

Perennial Purposes of Initiation

All you’re going to meet out there is yourself.

—Steven Foster

“All you are going to meet out there is yourself,” is what Foster told vision
questers before the left for their time alone on the land. This could be seen as the primary
purpose of initiation, but scholars understand that other needs are served as well,
including needs of the community and world. Though Catherine Bell describes ritual as a
“transcultural language of the human spirit,” she insists that it not be approached as
“some transparent phenomenon out there in the world waiting to be analyzed and

explained.” *° Purposes vary, she asserts, depending upon the passage at hand.”’ An
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overarching purpose of initiation, put forth by van Gannep and agreed upon by most
scholars, is to mark the transition between stages of life or a passage from one stage,
location, or social role to another.”> Most important, these transitions need to be
recognized and vetted by one’s community. Quintessentially, initiation facilitates an end
of a way of being in ways that prepare the ground for the birth of a new identity. This

new identity is usually a more mature and inclusive self that embodies and expresses
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what Eliade calls a “higher mode of being. Rites, he says, facilitate the death of an

old way of being in order to be reborn to a higher life, “which is at once religious and
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cultura They facilitate death and resurrection because, clarifies Eliade, a new life

must be embraced by a new person.”” Finally, according to Bell, rites provide an

“embracing conceptual order of cognition and experience.” *°

Meade describes initiation as self-revelation, where one comes to understand
one’s deepest nature and purpose.”’ He elaborates, “Becoming a true individual means
learning what is already seeded inside in order to properly relate to all that occurs on the
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outside. Meade uses the ancient word “genius” to define that spark of individuality

that is awakened via initiation, which is often a crisis or terrible ordeal.”” Akin to the
ancient Greek concept of daemon, Meade says genius is a seed that is planted deep in our
souls. This seed, says Meade, requires certain conditions, even tribulations, to grow and
bear fruit. Meade insists that knowing one’s genius must come before responding to the
calling of the world. Not having a calling “leaves a person ‘on call’ for this or that or the
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other. Meade insists that the world needs our genius, so that “the calling from

without calls to the genius within.” '"'



40

Malidoma Somé, a teacher steeped in intact African traditions of initiation,
teaches that initiations give space for individuals to ask and reflect upon timeless
existential questions, “Who am I? Where do I come from? What am I here for? Where
am I going?” "% Over the course of an ever-maturing life, answers to these questions
require ongoing clarification, which is why Somé believes that initiations can, and
should, occur throughout the lifetime of every human being. He describes maturity (a
core theme of all initiations) as “the awakening into one’s gift” and “the investment of
self for a good that is greater than self.” '®> Thus Somé echoes a common understanding
among indigenous people that all humans are born with a purpose, a mission they must
carry out in accordance with one’s gift or destiny and this is often discovered by facing
hardships in life.'” He maintains that the “serious troubles we face in life are nothing
other than initiatory experiences.'” Suffering is integral to initiation because, says Somé,
because people must learn to see the potential for grown inside trouble.'

What is the purpose of suffering in initiation? Somé refers to indigenous
perspective that suffering serves to bring more awareness, responsibility, and wisdom to
initiates.'’” In a similar fashion, Turner holds that dissolution, invisibility, and even the
death of the transitional or liminal persona is required before one is able to enter the
realm of “pure possibility” or prima materia, only then is one ready to be shaped into a
new identity.'” Somé teaches that rituals of initiation provide a sacred, and relatively
safe space for this dying and suffering to occur.

Burket observes that literal nakedness, loss of pride, status, and other humiliating
experiences play a key role in initiatory rites.'” He supposes that cruel and demeaning

practices (like flogging, fasting, and extreme physical exertions) are designed to break
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down rigid personality structures as preparation for surrendering to and accepting a new

"% Burket also notes that initiation rituals emphasize

and more mature identity.
unconditional surrender as essential to identity development. In his view, harrowing
experiences serve to strip away one’s old identity. Pain, fear, and humiliation are part of
that process. Turner says initiates must be “ground down to be fashioned anew.” '!!
Surrender and suffering make initiation a tricky affair, especially informal peer-
driven initiations. Many of my students in San Quentin are behind bars because of
botched, misguided, or de-contextualized initiations that are often gang-related. They
recognize informal initiations as meeting needs for belonging, respect, status, and to be
seen as a trustworthy adult.''? From my students I have learned that informal initiations
can be dangerous and destructive. Their experience could be an example of what Grimes
calls “unconscious initiatory behavior” where peers initiate each other with violence as
the outcome.'” Outside the safe boundaries of a rite, the initiatory urge to attain the
status of a new identity might elicit submission to false authority figures and dangerous
actions that cause irreparable harm and can, for some, lead to a life-sentence in prison.
Similar to the indigenous philosophy of Somé¢, James Hillman considered
personal destiny to be inborn and rooted in the soul, like a seed waiting for the right

conditions to grow and thrive.'"*

From this perspective, initiation is less a forging of
something new and more an honoring and tempering of what is already inborn and
present in an individual. Initiation provides the conditions for destiny and purpose to
emerge. Joseph Henderson connected the journey of individuation to the initiatory
journey where one discovers the essence of a person’s nature and belonging in the

cosmos.'” He described the gradually individualized ego-consciousness that is
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connected to one’s “deep self” as “the true fruit of initiation” and regards this emergence
as a main goal in psychoanalysis.''® For example, Silvia Brinton Perera helps clients
track themes of initiation in their daily lives via the use of myth rather than ritual in her
therapeutic practice. She relies primarily upon the Sumerian initiation story of Inanna
(the Sumerian Queen of Heaven) as a map to orient clients struggling to individuate
within the struggles of their daily life.''” She has discovered that even without an
accompanying ritual, deeply exploring the myth of Inanna’s initiation facilitates and
promotes a genuine faith in the process of change required for her clients’
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individuation. © The Inanna initiation story guides her clients on an initiatory journey

that leads them to, as she describes, “surrender to the terrifying and beautiful wholeness
of life, of what is both lovely and horrible” in the midst of their daily life.'"

Jean Houston also teaches that, personal development and healing comes from
discovering themes of a “larger story” running through one’s life."** Houston is

121 . . .
” We live, she insists,

passionate about relating the personal self “the great archetypes.
“in a time of speciation” describing humans beings as “bulimic caterpillars” on the edge
of a massive leap in development.'** During times of unprecedented change, she says it
is essential that one’s personal template connects universal templates of transformation
and that the “templates for the changes we need to make are rooted in the depths of the
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human psyche.” '*> She exhorts, “Look at cosmos and let it fall into you.
enjoys living large and encourages everyone to do likewise.
Jung distinguishes initiation from the traditional hero’s journey.'” According to

Jung, the hero is concerned with a struggle for individual supremacy whereas initiation

involves being incorporated into a state of belonging that is in service to one’s
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community. The quintessential hero’s journey tends to promote a vanquishing spirit of

126 Mythic framings tend to

conquest, while initiation is a journey of humble surrender.
have a heroic, even grandiose flare. But many initiations, including ecological initiation,
may not be heroic in the traditional sense of the word. I also emphasize humbleness in
my work as an ecopsychologist, “Indeed, planting a tree is very different than felling one.
Cleaning up the mess is harder than making one.” '* Jung insisted that initiation remain
distinct from the hero’s journey because it embodies a movement away from the
masculine-based hero archetype toward a more feminine mode of awakening, surrender
and service.'”® In alignment with Jung, I do not frame ecological initiation as a heroic
journey but rather as a journey of maturation leading to a capacity to care and repair,
even if, as Meade describes, “we take mythic steps to change historical conditions.” '*
The mythic steps are humbling steps, as Meade illustrates with a story of the “Old
Woman Who Weaves the World,” where we face the mess, bend to choose a thread, and
begin weaving new designs within reality.'*’

While the encoded wisdom of mythology is used as a tool to support initiatory
experience, Grimes warns against wrapping traumatic or intense experiences in what he
calls the “bandage of myth.” "*' For him, myth is insufficient and real rites are needed.
He posits that the main purpose of initiation is to attend to and complete important life-
altering passages that are psychological, social, and spiritual.'**> These passages in life
may occur regardless, but a lack of vetted ritual and community recognition can lead to
incomplete initiation. Grimes warns, “Unattended, a major life passage can become a
yawning abyss, draining off psychic energy, engendering social confusion, and twisting
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the course of the life that follows it. He holds a clearly demarked “before” and
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“after” as essential to ameliorate the danger of ongoing liminality."** Grimes is also wary
of modern people adopting ancient practices and stridently warns against “stalking the

» 135 He also warns against relying upon simplistic memorable

rites of other times.
structures of initiation. He criticizes the basic tripartite structure laid out by Van Gannep
and Eliade, saying that this interpretation was invented and then superimposed, but not
discovered.”*® Grimes points out that van Gannep assumed male initiations as the model
for all initiations, noting that women’s experience of initiation may be different. Bruce
Lincoln, observes that rather than separation, transition, and incorporation, women might
follow a pattern of enclosure, metamorphosis, and emergence."*’

Grimes acknowledges the dilemma of not knowing how to meet the need for
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initiation in secular culture. ”" Instead of relying upon interpretations of ancient

ceremonies, he invites people to re-invent rites of passage using basic elements of

%9 He lists 30 elements, including learning sacred

initiation in accordance to local needs.
knowledge, overcoming pain and fear by being subjected to pain or unpleasant treatment,

disenchantment that moves towards revelation, giving up dependencies, and being

received by elders into a community after the initiation is complete.'*’

Mystical Dimensions of Initiation Rites

Who can tell what the experience is like without having undergone days and days of
fasting, purifications, exhaustion, apprehension, and excitement?

—Walter Burket, Ancient Mystery Cults

Mystery Rites are not age-related rites of passages or shifts in social status, but

designed to give initiates a glimpse of eternal and divine secrets of life. Burket points out
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that contemporary religious scholars are gradually developing a nuanced understanding

of initiation’s more mysterious and spiritual objectives.” '*!

Because they were secret
rites, little is factually known about them. Even famous ones, like the Eleusinian
Mysteries, remain shrouded in mystery. Understanding these ancient spiritual traditions,
Burket calls “mystery theology,” depends in large part upon information pieced together
by scholars from ancient texts, pagan mysteries, Gnostic and Hermetic literature, and
even Greek romances.'** He advises contemporary scholars to preserve the mystery of
these rites, doubting scholars can know the actual experience of these rites, even if the
piece together elements of their content.'*® According to Kerényi, secret rites were both
terrifying and redeeming.'** Eleusinian Mysteries, as well as Mysteries of Samothrace
and the Theban cult of Kabeiros, were reputed to have launched initiates into direct
connection with divine forces.

Burket’s historical research reveals that most mystery initiations coalesce around
the myth of a “suffering god,” where pathea (sufferings) were evoked in a nocturnal
setting.'” Mourning was then followed by “joy in the mysteries,” which heralds the final
stage of rebirth. Within this raw, dark, and mournful context, an “immediate encounter
with the divine” was designed to be a life-altering experience.'*® Despite the lack of
recorded facts, Burket notes that there is agreement among scholars that a primary aim of
ancient cult initiations was to give feloumenoi (Greek for “initiates”) a change of mind
through a direct glimpse of the sacred via a visceral understanding that in the midst of
terrifying darkness and death, there is beauty and rebirth.'*’ He quotes Plutarch who
describes beauty born from a mystical dying within a mystery initiation:

At the moment of death, the soul suffers an experience similar to those who
celebrate great initiations... Wanderings astray in the beginning, tiresome
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walkings in circles, some frightening paths in darkness that lead nowhere; then
immediately before the end all the terrible things, panic and shivering and sweat,
and amazement. And then some wondrous light comes to meet you, pure regions
and meadows are there to greet you, with sounds and dances and solemn, sacred
word and holy views; and there the initiate, perfect by now, set free and loose
from all bondage, walks about, crowned with a wreath, celebrating the festival
together with the other sacred and pure people, and he looks down on the
uninitiated, unpurified crowd in this world in mud and fog beneath his feet.

148
Burket is fairly certain that final stages of the mysteries (when the mystery of death and
rebirth are revealed) were not devoted to “learning,” (mathein in Greek) but to
“experiencing” (pathein in Greek) and cultivating a change in the state of mind
(diatethenai in Greek).'* Carl Kerényi, who extensively explored the Eleusinian rites,
concurs with Burket, that Teloumenoi gained visceral knowledge “that a birth in death
was possible!” '*°

Gaining this knowledge had high spiritual and social value. Mystery Rites created
societal divisions between the initiated and uninitiated, where those privileged to “see the
mysteries” attained a blessed status ancient Greeks called makarismos."' These
initiations lent existence a “special radiance,” which existed in stark contrast to the state

» 152 This distinctive sense of

of being un-initiated, which Kerényi decribes as “lusterless.
blessedness starkly set one apart from others and fostered unspoken belonging within a
culture of fellow initiates. Kerényi describes how this sense of superiority could arise:
“An inequality was created between the initiate and the profane, a division here and now,
by virtue of which one group was blessed while the other was destined to go to their
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death in imperfection and uncertainty. However, even in socially stratified ancient

Greece, anyone could participate in the Eleusinian Mysteries; whether slave, nobleman,
154

or woman. ~ Diodoris Siculus describes both the secrecy and availability of secret

initiatory knowledge: “Now the details of the initiatory rite are guarded among matters
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not to be divulged and are communicated to the initiates alone; but the fame has travelled
wide of how these gods appear to mankind and bring unexpected aid of those initiates of
theirs who call on them in the midst of perils.” '**

Practiced for over 800 years, Omer says, this essentially democratic rite provided
the spiritual glue cohering the highly advanced culture of ancient Greece."*® Eliade
concurs, putting forth the idea that fostering a tangible trust in the abiding cycles of
fertility, decay, death, and rebirth may have strengthened a vibrant spiritual confidence of
ancient Greece."”’ All in all, the deep meaning of initiation is beneficial, according to

Joseph L. Henderson.'*®

Rites are designed, Bell concurs, to encourage meaningful
participation in the mysterious sources of power that create the world."” She says, they
transform “mysterious physical inevitabilities into cultural regularities. '®" Kerényi
concludes that “man as a whole, in his concrete reality, is sometimes helped by outward
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means to achieve inner light.’ This is, in a nutshell, a perennial purpose of initiation.

Section Two: Contemporary Approaches to Initiation
Informative learning teaches how to make and use a sword. Initiation makes a person

trustworthy enough to carry a sword.

—Aftab Omer

Meridian University is pioneering contemporary approaches to initiation. When
welcoming new to students, Omer, points out that most learning is informative, but it
neglects the development of capacities commensurate with what one learns. “One can
learn the art of metallurgy and be able make a sharp beautiful sword,” explained Omer.

“One can also learn skills and techniques necessary to competently use a sword. But
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initiation is required to forge a person trustworthy enough to carry a sword.” '** For
practitioners of psychology, wielding knowledge and power without undergoing initiation
would, warns Omer, represent a betrayal of our vocation.'®

The power of knowledge without the tempering of initiation could be one reason
our world is in trouble. Is humanity mature and trustworthy enough to carry the sword of
knowledge we have forged? Judging from our present circumstances, one may wonder.
Recognizing the dangers of immature adults who are cut off from mystical rootedness in
the world, a main focus of contemporary initiation rites is to help humans achieve true
adulthood. As Plotkin reminds us, “Mystical affiliation is the very core of maturity.” '**

Another contemporary focus of initiation is healing trauma. Hiibl describes
traumatic experiences as frozen places in the human psyche, blocking forward movement
and keeping people looping in repetitive cycles that perpetuate the same trauma.'®> At
Meridian University, psychology students learn firsthand that wounds from traumatic
experience do not transform into capacities (like wisdom, courage, and compassion)
without initiatory experience. In the absence of what Omer calls “rituals with authority,”
he teaches Meridian students to recognize “self-initiatory processes,” where people seek
difficult and even dangerous experiences to shake up beliefs that rigidify and stagnate
identity."®

Recognizing life-based or informal initiation is a contemporary understanding of
initiation that gives credence and grounding to the hardships and fruits of initiations that
occur outside ritual settings. Irene Ives taught Meridian students to use ancient myths as a

reflective surface that can illuminate and honor self-initiatory processes.'®’ As was done

in ancient initiation rites, myth can be used to guide and interpret transformative and even
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traumatic experiences. Kim Hermanson taught Meridian students that myth and metaphor
“are the primary means by which we attempt to understand what it is to be human. They

provide a means of creating new realities.” '*®

Myth and imagination, especially those
evoked via initiatory experience, help cohere and make overall sense of challenging and
even traumatic experiences. For example, the myths of Pan involve both grief and rape,
when something crucial to your identity is violated in some way, what Omer calls the
“forceful aspect of initiation.” '*’

Omer points out that socially sanctioned initiatory rites revitalize core values of
culture and re-ignite shared purpose, especially during times of crisis.'”® Omer notes that
the Eleusinian Rites were a vital cultural tradition for over 800 years and provided the
spiritual glue cohering the highly advanced culture of ancient Greece.'”' Contemporary
approaches to initiation are not attempting to imitate the ancient practices of days gone
by, but they are rooted deep in human history and may still be relevant today. This
rootedness allows scholars and guides to do the careful work, to use Grimes phrasing, of
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“re-inventing rites of passage” in and for our modern era. *“ Via this re-invention,

initiations could once again serve perennial needs in terms of stability and evolution.
Bell says initiations also serve to regulate and cohere community, maintain a

73 Thus initiations

group ethos, and restore a state of harmony after any disturbance.
foster stability of culture and within community. Omer points out that the dynamic

interaction between a culture’s center and its creative periphery is what keeps a cultural
alive, adaptive, and able to evolve.'”* “Recreating a cultural center entails rekindling,”
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writes Omer.  Initiations have provided this rekindling in the past, and could continue

to do so.
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Crises Spawns Ritual
There must be changes. The stress of these changes can no longer be avoided. The gaudy
riot of summer is over. The chill of fall is in the air. Initiation time is at hand.
—Steven Foster
“The Four Shields: Initiatory Seasons of Human Nature”
Foster describes how, in the early 1970s when he and Little founded the School of
Lost Borders, they had very few colleagues engaged in rite of passage work. He goes on
to say, “Now there are so many we cannot keep track of them...Now we speak at
conferences and universities and our training schedules fill a year ahead of time.” '’
How can we account for the cultural revival of the ancient practice of initiation? Jung
presciently sums up a potential reason:
A mood of universal destruction and renewal...has set its mark on our age. This
mood makes itself felt everywhere, politically, socially, and philosophically.
Coming generations will have to take account of this momentous transformation
if humanity is not to destroy itself through the might of its own technology and
- 177
science.
Bly attributes the deeper cause of the dangers facing humanity is psychological
immaturity that prevents people from mature responsiveness to pressing problems. He
blames modern woes on what he calls “the sibling society,” a society of half-adults built
on technology and affluence.'”® He asks, “Where have all the grown-ups gone?” '”* He
links misguided ecological judgment with the struggles of modern youth and attributes
both issues to immature thinking and the lack of mature parenting.'® He also sees both
chemical pollution and the impoverished learning environments of youth as symptoms of

a society controlled by “childish adults.” '*!
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Ralph Metzner identifies “psychic alienation from the natural world” or
“humanist superiority complex” as the root cause of current global crises.'® Might the
current reliance on wild nature in initiation rituals be a response to what he describes as a
“malignant oppositional dualism” within the human-nature relationship?'®’

Richard Louv postulates that urbanized people suffer from what he calls a “nature
deficit disorder,” where modern people know a lot about the natural world but have very
little direct experience of it.'™ Louv writes, “It doesn’t take an encounter with a
mountain lion for us to recognize that our sensory world has shrunk.” '*> This deficit of
free-time in wild nature not only shrinks sensory perception, it also stunts healthy
development and hampers children’s future ability to think, imagine, and create.'®

Bret Stephenson, a counselor of at-risk teens and rites of passage guide, starkly
states, “No, the kids are NOT alright.” 187 According to Grimes, one reason for the
comeback of initiation rites is to address the lack of intentional cultural structures that

'8 Not knowing how to contribute to society,

establish a path from child to mature adult.
says Grimes, leads to confusion and trouble for youth.'®® Bly holds the maturation of
humans is essential for our survival, but does not believe this can occur on the necessary
massive scale that is needed because, as he flatly states, “The process is messy, needs

» 190 This may be true, but programs devoted to

teachers, out-of-doors, and lots of time.
this messy outdoor work are springing up.'”!
Bell explicitly connects the rise of ritual to the growing concern for environmental

12 Though Bell describes rituals designed to enhance and develop ecological

issues.
values and ideals, there is no mention of initiation rituals intentionally created to address

environmental crises. Armstrong posits out that enduring cultures have always used ritual
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as a way to creatively address real-life crises.'”> From a historical her historical
perspective, as new crises arise so do our myths, rituals, and philosophies.'”* Armstrong
observes that ancient cultures, whose survival depended on a harmonious relationship
with nature, worked ritually with agricultural metaphors in their rituals (as when a seed is
buried in the earth in order to sprout into a fruiting tree or where grapes are trammeled
before becoming wine)."””

Images rooted in nature are resurging for contemporary rites of passage work.
Foster and Little use a circular map of the four seasons of year to represent initiatory
development, where each seasons (Spring, Summer, Winter, or Fall) corresponds with an
initiatory stage or transition.'”® Even more than images, modern rites of passage guides
are working directly with wild nature for their primary ritual setting, for symbolic
language, and for maps of transformative change.'”’ In my work as a wilderness student
and guide, I discovered that even a brief stint alone in a wholesome place free from
human influences can be powerfully transformative for modern urban people.'”®

From 1969 to 1993 at Sonoma State University, Greenway pioneered working
with groups in wilderness settings (from two weeks to a month at a time) as a way to gain
direct understanding of the dualistic human-nature relationship, the psychological roots
of environmental crises, and to promote what he calls the “wilderness effect” on the
human psyche.'” Ritual was a key component for students seeking to bridge wilderness,
psyche, and culture. Greenway describes the vital role of ritual:

As much as possible, everything prior to and during a [wilderness] trip would be

ritualized—driving to the trailhead, dividing the food, weighing the packs,

distributing community equipment, then later everyday activities such as ways of

walking or cooking. Special attention would be paid to crossing the boundary into
wilderness, often in the form of a river or stream. Within a few days, participants
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would speak of being “home,” and I would know that we had crossed into
wilderness psychologically as well as physically.*”’

When immersed in wilderness settings within a ritual context, Greenway and his
students researched the “transition point” in human thinking between where one’s mode
of information processing was culture-dominated and, at the other end of the polarity,
nature-dominated.”®' To give credence to the transformative effects of wild nature upon
the human psyche, Greenway coined the term “psychoecology, ” whence came the more
semantically palatable term “ecopsychology” that is now in common use.*’> When
exploring the wilderness effect, it was observed that “culture is about three-days deep,”
meaning that after three days one’s mode of information processing switch from being
culture-dominated to being nature-oriented.””® Greenway’s work illustrates how
powerful psychological transformation can occur when meeting deep human needs for

9% He explicitly did not adopt terms like

community, meaningful ritual, and wild nature.
initiation or vision quest but even without this conceptual framing, the simple practice of
being alone for four days in a wilderness setting was powerfully transformative for
participants.**

Greenway’s work is part of a general trend, where modern initiation guides rely
upon outdoor settings for their rites, thus steering contemporary initiation toward
reconnecting with wild nature as well as fostering developmental maturity. Foster and
Little, who founded the School of Lost Borders, exemplify the trend returning to wild
nature to remedy ailments of modern culture. They hold wild nature as the original
teacher of initiation and developed a circular seasonal map of initiation.**® Four

quadrants symbolize Earth’s four seasons (Spring, Summer, Winter, and Fall) and each is

associated with a stage of development that is foundational for the next stage or
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season.”’” Foster and Little’s seasonal map depicts the maturation of the human psyche
as well as mimicking or embodying Earth’s annual cycles.””®

Foster and Little’s Native American teachers, Heyemoyosts Storm and Sun Bear,
encouraged them to understand human beings as literal embodiments of nature.””” When
struggling to clarify the psychological foundations of vision quest work, Foster and Little
said, “Ultimately we realized, as we had to, that what we were trying to describe was
nature itself. Our nature. The vastness of the metaphor belied its fundamental

simplicity.” >

Taken as a whole, human development, social change, and nature are
seen as intricately and inseparably interwoven and, in actuality, one and the same. After
working extensively in wilderness settings, I have come to agree with Foster and Little
and understand, “Human language, creations, music, and even our thrills, do not float
above the ecological systems that sustain them.” *'!

Plotkin’s particular focus is remedying the dearth of mature adults in modern
society.”'* He observes, “True adulthood, or psychological maturity, has become an
uncommon achievement in Western and Westernized societies, and genui