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Praise for The Journey of Soul Initiation


“Once in a blue moon, a book appears that is so synchronistically aligned with the zeitgeist that it integrates the sacred with nature, and our individual life paths with our collective evolution. Informed by a lifetime of engaged experience, deep listening, and pattern seeking, and graced by beautiful language and storytelling, this book offers a map for those yearning to find their soul’s purpose. Now, when we’re called to act on behalf of what we love and to contribute our unique gifts to the maturation of our endangered species, Bill Plotkin offers lucid and grounded guidance, wisdom, and an illuminated pathway. I am in awe of this book. A rare and precious gift.”


— Nina Simons, cofounder of Bioneers


“The people who gave me bones, flesh, and story — the Yoruba people of West Africa — knew how to see in dark times. In times of crisis, they encoded an ancient ritual in the ordinary act of greeting an elder with prostration. That ritual tells a story of descent, of generous libations, of lingering memory, and of creative moves in the wake of destruction and utter ruin. I am pleasantly shocked Bill Plotkin knows a version of this meta-story. This book glows at the interstitial matrixes between despair and cultural renewal; it is a trace of departures we must yet make into forbidden depths where — quite ironically — we might see ourselves as if for the first time. Read it.”


— Bayo Akomolafe, PhD, author of These Wilds Beyond Our Fences: Letters to My Daughter on Humanity’s Search for Home


“With this important book, Bill Plotkin continues his crucial work of teaching us how to live properly, and how to live properly on the living planet. Anyone who reads this book will forever be grateful to Plotkin for the gentle, informed, yet powerful guidance he provides.”


— Derrick Jensen, author of A Language Older Than Words and The Myth of Human Supremacy


“For four decades Bill Plotkin has been coaxing the human psyche out of its self-enclosed cages, liberating the terrestrial imagination, inviting and empowering the human soul to remember its ancestral alliance with elk herds and dark woodlands, with rivers overflowing their banks and the improvisational riffs of garrulous ravens. His methods have steadily widened into a capacious toolkit for personal and cultural metamorphosis, laid out in these luminous pages strewn with poetry, mythology, and dreams. A remarkable guidebook.”


— David Abram, author of Becoming Animal and The Spell of the Sensuous


“The Journey of Soul Initiation provides a detailed map of the journey toward real human maturity. Beginning with the reconnection of our soul with the web of life, Bill Plotkin guides us through the magical and visionary encounters that belong to our reengagement with the more-than-human world. Full of stories and lived examples, here is a rich tapestry of the personal exploration needed if we are to realize our soul’s purpose and make a true contribution to the greater Earth community — if we are to learn to love and care for our common home.”


— Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, PhD, editor Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth


“Bill Plotkin — and his teachings — are in a category all their own! He is a priest of the soul, a therapist of the heart, a stimulator of the mind, and a companion of the body. And then he works them all together! Plotkin is a theologian of no particular religion, but he creates a solid foundation for a truly natural religion — that still honors growth and transcendence. You must know this is a most rare and much-needed synthesis!”


— Fr. Richard Rohr, Center for Action and Contemplation, Albuquerque, New Mexico


“Humans and other-than-humans alike ought to be grateful for Bill Plotkin’s life’s work of putting the wilderness, and with it the sacredness of the Earth, forward as our destiny in this perilous time of ecocide, matricide, and species narcissism. In The Journey of Soul Initiation, Plotkin, now as an elder, continues his important vocation to nurture and guide a spiritually famished society to greener pastures.”


— Matthew Fox, author of Original Blessing and Julian of Norwich


“Bill Plotkin has created a fascinating and intelligent approach to deepening life and developing yourself to be in the world in an engaged and individual way. I haven’t seen anything so original and solid. It is both contemporary and traditional, mapping out the soul’s descent into a meaningful way of life. We need this kind of charting of depth more than ever before.”


— Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul


“In this beautiful and fascinating book, Bill Plotkin brings a rare depth of thought, insight, and experience to elucidating the soul’s journey to purpose and wholeness. The Journey of Soul Initiation offers both a practical and theoretical synthesis of his life’s work, guiding others to reimagine the links between nature and the human soul, encouraging each of us to become ‘a partner in the unfolding of Earth’s story.’ For those of us born into a culture whose prevailing mythology is on the point of collapse, who are suffocating from a dearth of meaning, Plotkin’s grounded wisdom is more essential than ever.”


— Sharon Blackie, PhD, author of If Women Rose Rooted and The Enchanted Life


“The Journey of Soul Initiation has the feel of a life’s work about it. It’s ambitious: sweeping when it needs to be, forensic when required. It’s a book to do with the complex work of cultural maturation, and there’s no quick fix present in these pages. Bill Plotkin places something marvelous in our hands. A key. There are innumerable hours of experience in these lines, and a mythic underpinning to a world on fire.”


— Dr. Martin Shaw, author of Wolf Milk: Chthonic Memory in the Deep Wild


“We all say we want to grow, to change, to become ourselves, but do we? In The Journey of Soul Initiation, Bill Plotkin synthesizes the wisdom and shamanic traditions of the millennia whose archetypal structure of death, initiation, and transformation, once found in tribal practice, must now be accessed from within. His work is a great gift, and a guide, to those who wish to undertake the journey set in motion when the gods brought us here.”


— James Hollis, PhD, Jungian analyst and author of Living Between Worlds: Finding Personal Resilience in Changing Times


“A provocative and pioneering answer to our slide, as individuals and a species, into deep species loneliness. Here is a challenge to the self-congratulatory and ultimately devastating Anthropocene.”


— Richard Louv, author of Our Wild Calling and Last Child in the Woods


Praise for Bill Plotkin’s Soulcraft


“As we enter a future where humans and the natural world are more intimate with each other, we will surely be powerfully influenced by this new guide into the mysteries of nature and psyche. In Soulcraft, Bill Plotkin gives us an authentic masterwork. In the substance of what he has written, in the clarity of his presentation, and in the historical urgency of the subject, he has guided us far into the new world that is opening up before us. We will not soon again receive a work of this significance.”


— Thomas Berry, author of The Dream of the Earth and The Great Work, from the foreword to Soulcraft


Praise for Bill Plotkin’s Nature and the Human Soul


“Plotkin brings forth a new model for the whole of human life and spirituality in our world. . . . An essential, weighty book for our perilous times.”


— Publishers Weekly (starred review)


Praise for Bill Plotkin’s Wild Mind


“Bill Plotkin’s Wild Mind ushers in a new era of depth psychology. . . .To study it is to pass through a magical gateway into one’s unique role within the Great Work that Earth is calling us to.”


— Brian Thomas Swimme, California Institute of Integral Studies, coauthor with Thomas Berry of The Universe Story
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For the future ones.


And in loving memory of Betty and Bernie Plotkin.
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If we will the future effectively it will be because the guidance and the powers of the Earth have been communicated to us, not because we have determined the future of the Earth simply with some rational faculty.


— THOMAS BERRY









Author’s Note


When one makes a map, it’s essential to be perfectly clear what one means by its symbols — otherwise, use of the map might increase the chance of getting lost. In this book, I use many common words and expressions in uncommon ways. I also use some not-so-common phrases and even personally coined neologisms. In the glossary, I specify my meanings. When I use a common word germane to the journey of soul initiation — like Soul, Ego, Adolescence, or Adult — I capitalize it simply as a way to remind you, throughout the book, that I mean it in a particular and often unconventional way. When I use the same term in a generic, common, or nonspecific way, I don’t capitalize it. Some words, like Muse, Confirmation, or Cocoon, I capitalize for an additional reason: I use them as proper nouns — my name, for example, for an archetype, a life passage, or a life stage. Other words and phrases used with specific meanings — like subpersonality, the journey of soul initiation, mythopoetic identity, or delivery system — are uncommon enough that there’s no need to capitalize them; you’re not likely to mistake my meaning once you know what I mean. These, too, are defined in the glossary.









Preface


Death’s Apprentice


A Personal Introduction


God speaks to each of us as he makes us,


then walks with us silently out of the night.


These are the words we dimly hear:


You, sent out beyond your recall,


go to the limits of your longing.


Embody me.


Flare up like flame


and make big shadows I can move in.


Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.


Just keep going. No feeling is final.


Don’t let yourself lose me.


Nearby is the country they call life.


You will know it by its seriousness.


Give me your hand.


— RAINER MARIA RILKE


When I was a child, I dreamed of a cemetery. Repeatedly. The same dream. I was only four or five at the time of my first visit to those holy grounds.


My nightworld cemetery was not like any I had seen in my dayworld life, with their flat expanses and well-ordered gray gravestones on manicured lawns beneath shade trees. My dream cemetery was populated with haphazardly sited tombstones and monuments of all sizes and shapes. It was in a hilly, craggy land, dry and dusty, nearly treeless, with rock walls and ramparts painted in shifting tones of reds and browns, streaked in places with black. It was a landscape wildly unlike anything I knew as a child in New England. From where do such dreams arise?


I’m standing on a road of soft coral-colored sand that winds its way in gentle curves between undulating earthen walls, draped here and there with green vegetation. There is no one else around. It is dusk. The low light rises from the ground itself — the land is softly glowing.


I am being summoned, called by a distant song, a high, haunting, wordless strain like a cathedral choir. The song radiates awe and holiness. It feels both dangerous and alluring.


I move slowly along the road toward the mysterious singing. I am not exactly walking; it’s more like floating, like I am being pulled toward the song. I move like a disembodied spirit, like a breath of desert breeze.


I am aware there is a cemetery on the other side of the wall. I can’t quite see it, but I can feel its mystery, its otherworldly song, as if the most holy things exist there. But this graveyard also feels strange, even alien, not of my people. I sense this must be a Christian cemetery, that it has something to do with Jesus. It feels as if there are secrets there — in the land and in the air.


I float-walk through an opening in the wall on my left. A long steep slope extends up to the right. Scattered tombstones loom everywhere on the parched, arid hillside. Some are quite large, most of odd shapes, and all fashioned from the same soft, buff-colored stone.


Now the singing emanates from all directions, but ahead I also hear a lower-toned chanting, a droning beneath the higher-pitched voices. I float-walk toward this new sound, winding through alleys and passageways, between small rectangular one-story stone buildings — windowless but with dark open doorways.


As I round a corner, the chanting grows louder. It seems to be coming from an underground vault. I move down a short flight of stone stairs toward the opening and stop on the threshold. I smell damp rock mixed with pungent incense. The small room is dimly lit, but I’m able to see four or five men in brown-and-green hooded robes standing around a high stone table. They are chanting in unison, in low wordless tones. It is too dark to see their faces. I am just tall enough to see that on the table before them is a body, a dead person draped in a thin pale cloth. The monks nod slightly, as if they had expected me, but they do not pause. They each hold brass-colored wands shaped like small barbells, and while they chant, they wave them slowly and methodically over the dead body. The wands are elaborately wrought with emblems and adorned with the characters of an alphabet unknown to me. I don’t understand what is going on but I sense the monks are showing me something about death. This is not about the process of dying. It is about death. It does not feel morbid but, rather, of the holy or sacred. I am more fascinated than afraid.


A few years before puberty, my cemetery dreams vanished into a dark corner of my psyche, but sometime in my midteens I remembered them again. I didn’t know what to do with them but I didn’t ask anyone for advice. In most American families and communities at that time, people seldom spoke about dreams and never in any depth. But the dream cemetery and its mysteries lingered in the background of my awareness.


My understanding now, more than sixty years after my first visit to the nightworld cemetery, is that these dreams were like initial lessons from Mentor preparing me for the odyssey that would be my life. They were like numinous breadcrumbs scattered over the suburban streets, backyards, and routines of my early school years. They were, as Rilke put it, like God speaking to me as he walked me into life: “Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.” I’ve come to think of my time in the nightworld cemetery as an early shaping of my psyche, a nudge in the direction desired by Soul.1


What are the mysteries of death that the crypt monks showed me? Why did the DreamMaker repeatedly place me in this particular dreamscape? What are the clues within the dream itself?


Although I’m inquiring here about my own psyche and although I’ve had decades to ponder these riddles, I can still only hypothesize, and humbly so, because, after all, I (the Ego) did not create or choose these dreams. A greater power was and is at work. That said, here are some speculations on what the DreamMaker was up to:


First is the spellbinding sense of awe I feel in this dreamscape — the holiness animating the cemetery and the magic emanating from death itself.


Second, while in the nightworld underground crypt, I, the dream Ego, am not at all repelled by death. Quite to the contrary. I’m allured, fascinated. It’s as if DreamMaker wanted me, in this life, to move toward death, not away — to learn what happens underground, in the tombs.


Since my early twenties, I have believed we are transformed and matured by living with a consciousness of death. When we ask what matters most in the light of our mortality, life becomes simpler, our values clearer. What will you offer the world if your life itself and the way you live it are the only meaningful and lasting gifts you can give? Death serves life in this way. Our greatest gifts to the world are engendered by the reality of mortality.


Third, in this dream I’m placed in the role of a student of death, an apprentice to the archetype of Death. Perhaps the dream was the commencement of this apprenticeship, one that I accepted while in the dream by responding to the song that drew me up that long desert road into the exotic graveyard and to the underground vault and the monks with their mysterious rituals and symbol-laden implements. But if it is true I agreed to apprentice during the dream, it was then only on the dream level. It was not till decades later that I consciously said yes to this apprenticeship.


Fourth, the dreams foretold an apprenticeship not just with Death but also with the monks. These monks are perhaps in the role of psychopomps, those who guide the dead to the underworld. But psychopomps are also those who guide living people in their underworld encounters with Soul — encounters that requires a type of dying along the way.


Last, for now, there is in this dream a strong attraction to a particular desert landscape, the redrock canyon country, a terrain I didn’t know existed until my college years when I first visited southern Utah and was captivated and haunted by its magical shapes and hidden treasures, a land I have now lived on the edge of and through which I have wandered regularly for over forty years. On my first desert hike, I discovered that what in my dream I had thought was a road was actually a dry sand wash, iconic to and ubiquitous in the redrock country.
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As a teenager, I was intrigued by the mysteries of life and death, but no one I knew talked about such things. The religious traditions of Judaism, at least as they were taught to me during six years of Hebrew school on Sunday mornings and on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, were of no help whatsoever — not to me.


In college I began to find, off campus, some resonant pathways of spiritual study and practice: first, Zen Buddhism and Kundalini yoga; then, Sufism and the Fourth Way teachings of the Armenian mystic George Gurdjieff. In college courses, I was introduced to the work of Carl Jung and the contemporary Western field of depth psychology.


During graduate school in Boulder, Colorado, I continued my exploration of the mysteries, my mind filled with questions about consciousness and other worlds. My primary research area was nonordinary states — sleep and dreams, and worlds accessed through hypnosis, meditation, and biofeedback. I also personally explored nonordinary states through Tibetan Buddhism (as a summer student at Naropa Institute) as well as through entheogens, rock climbing, and wilderness immersions.


After graduate school, I took a position as an assistant professor at a state university in New York, teaching psychology and continuing to research nonordinary states. Two years later, age twenty-eight, in midwinter, I snowshoed up an Adirondack mountain and, on the summit, received the terrifying and ecstatic revelation that a life of scholarly research and teaching was for me neither a path with heart nor a pathway to soul. I descended (in more ways than one), went home, and resigned from the university.


For a year I studied and practiced psychotherapy as a postdoctoral intern at a community mental health center in Oregon. During that year, I learned of the work of Steven Foster and Meredith Little of the School of Lost Borders in California, providing my first glimpse of a portal into the realm of mysteries I had been seeking. In the late seventies, Steven and Meredith had begun to reintroduce to the contemporary West the ancient pan-cultural ceremony of the vision fast. After written correspondence with them that included their wise and generous guidance, I decided to enact a vision fast on my own, in the late summer of 1980. Provisioned with little more than Steven and Meredith’s early handbook and an ardent desire for self-discovery, I backpacked several miles into a trailless corner of the Colorado Rockies and fasted for four days and nights. That story is told in my first book, Soulcraft. During that fast I met another monk:


The monk, cleverly disguised as a majestic spruce tree, stands alone on the shore of a subalpine lake surrounded by soaring granite peaks of luminous silver. I sit in my ceremonial circle of stones about thirty feet from the spruce and the lake. It’s not until this fourth day of fasting that I at last truly see this tree, see him for who he really is: a monk clothed in a vivid blue-green hooded robe and brown leggings, a monk who, after decades of meditation upon the surface and into the depths of the lake, has achieved an understanding of both the nature of the world and his unique place in it. I watch him, his back to me, as he converses with the beavers of the lake. I’m inspired by his grace and serenity, his wildness and wisdom, the way he celebrates each dazzling moment of the mountain miracle in which we’re mutually immersed.


Then he turns ever so slightly toward me and, with a sweep of his left arm, calls my attention to a yellow-and-black butterfly floating in my direction. I watch as she dances ever closer, feel her wing brush my cheek like a kiss, and hear her say, Cocoon Weaver.


After four days of fasting in vast mountain solitude, monk-trees and talking butterflies are not particularly surprising to me. And what the butterfly says is not at first more interesting to me than the other wonders unfolding in and around that meadow. Like the little pikas gathering watercress for the coming winter. Or the red-tailed hawks circling above. But a few moments after the butterfly’s flyby, something stirs in my belly, shoots up through my heart and out my mouth as a gasp or a cry, and I realize I’ve just been gifted with an image that is already opening a door, revealing a way forward and deeper into the world. I don’t have a clue what it means to weave cocoons, but I know with certainty this is what I was born to do. It feels utterly yet strangely familiar.


Following my vision fast, I learned, through trial and error, how to help others weave cocoons for their transformation from caterpillar to butterfly. By degrees, I came to understand the process of human maturation in a way that had virtually no relationship to anything I’d learned in mainstream Western psychology and, even more disturbingly, had little overlap with the array of spiritual traditions I had studied and practiced. Only after years of searching did I find a few worldviews — some within the Western tradition and some beyond — that had resonance with what I came to understand about the weaving of cocoons for human transformation.


But that territory is covered in my earlier books and, in a different way, later in this one. Here I want to explore with you my numinous encounter with the monk and butterfly and the relationship between that experience and my cemetery dreams. My visionary encounter in the Colorado mountains ushered me into the next stage of my apprenticeship to Death. A Cocoon Weaver is an apprentice to Death.


For the caterpillar, the cocoon or chrysalis is, at the outset, a tomb. Within this crypt (for most moths, it’s a cocoon spun from the caterpillar’s silk; for butterflies, it’s a chrysalis the caterpillar itself molts into), the caterpillar’s body dissolves. The life of the caterpillar is over; this creature will never again be an earth crawler, will never again consume a caterpillar diet, will no longer have caterpillar dreams or longings.


As I began to help other humans weave cocoons for themselves, I soon understood I was supporting them to die in a sense, to abandon everything they had thought they were and everything they had thought life was supposed to be and what the world was. I was an agent of Death, and I could see in their faces that they saw me this way. This was startling and disturbing to me. I suspect most people wouldn’t cheerily sign up for the role of agent for Death. But more and more it seemed this was the role for which Mystery had been preparing me since my earliest days.


After the caterpillar body dissolves in the chrysalis, the cells in that elixir begin to reassemble into a butterfly. The chrysalis shifts from being a tomb to a womb. The image of a womb is much easier for most people to embrace; the idea of rebirth resonates with positive possibilities. But at the start of the journey of soul initiation, it’s the tomb and its ending we encounter first, not the womb and its promise. A Cocoon Weaver must portray the tomb as alluring — or at least necessary.


I find it interesting that the image of weaving cocoons was presented to me by a butterfly. Butterflies don’t make cocoons (nor morph into chrysalises). Caterpillars do. The cocoon means death to the caterpillar, an ending. The creature who fully appreciates the purpose of the cocoon is the butterfly — the beneficiary of the caterpillar’s demise. My vision fast shifted the accent from death, as in my cemetery dream, to birth — but a birth that retains death as an integral element.
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Sixteen years after my first vision fast, I walked into the Cemetery itself and fasted there alone for four days and nights.


It had never occurred to me that the Cemetery might exist as an actual place on Earth — until the day in 1991 when I spotted it as I stood, astonished, on a high ridge in the southern Utah redrock country and gazed down a thousand vertical feet into a wildly convoluted maze of canyons. It then took five years and three attempts before I found a route into that maze. But the story of how I stumbled upon the Cemetery begins in the spring of 1981, during one of my early desert treks dedicated to finding suitable sites to guide vision fasts.


A friend and I have backpacked many miles into a rare desert oasis in a deep and labyrinthine canyon system. The next day, while exploring one of the many side canyons, we reach a spot near its head from which we gaze out over the redrock country to the west, into the main canyon and beyond. On the high western wall of the main fork, a mile or two distant, a large and striking rock formation dominates the landscape, roundly lit by the long light of morning, its profile unequivocally male and humanoid — and eerily familiar. A feeling of both doom and hope swirls up from my belly, almost toppling me — nausea interwoven with a sparkly giddiness.


The rock formation’s head and neck form one of the higher points on the distant ridge. From shoulder to crown alone, he looks to be more than two hundred vertical feet. He stares back at us, his gaunt red visage topped by close-cropped brown hair, his eyes lost deep inside elongated sockets, his long nose casting a shadow across half his face. He has an intelligent and alien look, perhaps due to his large, thin ears with their extended upper edges. His blocky chin is solidly set in a gaze of great gravity. On his broad shoulders lie grayish-brown epaulets, giving him the look of a commanding officer of an unknown and inscrutable force.


I recognize him instantly. This is not our first meeting.


Ten years earlier, while in college in North Carolina, my two roommates and I swallowed sizable doses of mescaline, the primary psychoactive agent of the hallucinogenic peyote cactus native to Mexico and the American Southwest. During that trip, my psyche — or was it the world soul? — assaulted me with the image of a colossal humanoid figure, just the head and shoulders.


It didn’t feel like a mere image; I felt like I was being accosted by a revelation. This being, holy and terrifying, would not let me go. It blasted me with rumbling sound, blinding colors, and a furious exhortation that I obey its command, of which I had no comprehension. For an eternity, it seemed, I sat trembling at the feet of an unknown power I could not escape. Desperate to respond in some way, I searched for something I could do with my hands. I found a set of multicolored sculpting clays.


I hoped I could somehow appease this god if I could shape its figure with my hands, as if I might convince it that I had received its message and that it would be alright to let me go. I worked the clay for what seemed like hours and fashioned a decent likeness of that mysterious being, the finished piece standing a mere four inches tall, from shoulders up. It had brown hair; a red face, neck, and shoulders; and grayish-brown epaulets.


For several years, that little sculpture lived on a windowsill or a bookshelf as it accompanied me through my twenties and a succession of rented apartments and homes that stretched from one side of North America to the other and back again. I suppose I thought of it as a souvenir from an anomalous experience and perhaps as a passable artistic creation. A couple of friends wondered if it was Spock from the original Star Trek series. The truth is I didn’t have a clue what it was.


Until that day ten years later in that redrock canyon in Utah. The shape, colors, facial features, and expression of the rock formation were identical to both my vision and the replica I had sculpted. I felt the same overwhelming mystery and fear that took hold of me the first time — and once again had the feeling that some entity was calling me and demanding I do. . .something.


After that day in 1981, I returned multiple times to that canyon, mostly to guide vision fasts. During the long hike to base camp, there is one spot where you can see the giant rock-being on the western skyline. Pointing him out to the others in our group, I referred to him as the Rock Guardian because it seemed as if he watched over this complex of canyons and knew its secrets. I was determined to visit him one day.


But finding him in that tangled maze of canyons was anything but easy. Several years passed before I found the route.


When we at last come face to face, I am dumbstruck by his immensity. I stand at the feet, nay the toes, of a giant, Buddha-like being rising several hundred feet above me, a complete torso now visible beneath his shoulders. His feet rest in the sands of the wash and his head pierces the heavens. He presides over a court of solemn rock-ministers who tower above me in two long lines forming the walls at the head of the canyon.


For years, I had imagined myself climbing up to one of his shoulders to stand on an epaulet and shout my long-standing questions into his ear: Who are you? Why did you call me? What might you teach me or show me? How might I serve you? But, alas, his precipitous lower body is unscalable, nor is there any other realistic route by which to approach his shoulders from within his own canyon.


Another two years passed before I found a way up the western wall of the main canyon to his section of the ridge. When I did, I approached the Guardian’s left ear with great anticipation. But when I reached him I no longer had questions, only wide-eyed wonder.


From his shoulder, I look down for the first time into the canyon behind him. I had known from my maps another canyon was there, but I had no idea it would look like it does, no idea this is what he has been guarding all along.


I stand transfixed by a canyon so remote and so difficult to access that there are no records of its exploration. The guidebooks do not make even passing reference to it. Yet this landscape is bewilderingly familiar, impossibly personal. I had seen and passed through this very terrain during my childhood cemetery dreams.


Spread out below me is a surrealistic valley of grotesquely eroded rock formations populated by herds of mushroom-shaped knobs and domes, an army of sandstone spires and needles, a forest of collapsing monoliths, all in earthtone shades of reds, browns, and purples. The walls of the canyon are covered with a multitude of rock towers that look like a packed stadium of hushed aliens that have just risen to their feet in awe as the ultimate moment of a sacrificial rite plays out below. Through the center of the valley curves a dry streambed of coral-colored sand, like a tree-lined drive to nowhere, except this one is bordered not with stately conifers but with demonic stone monuments.


My psyche had been impeccably triangulated: a childhood dream, a psychedelic vision, and a wilderness landscape that now animated and amplified one another. Discovering the Cemetery in the dayworld was like finding a prophesized key, inserting it into an ancient lock — and the door swings open.


I believe that Mystery arranges such psyche-animating alignments for each one of us and that we find the doorway, if we ever do, only after we’re psychospiritually prepared to enter a cocoon of transformation. Although for me the elements that opened the door were a dream, a vision, and a landscape, for others the strands might include a sign, an omen, an inner image received while awake, a close encounter with a nonhuman creature, a disembodied voice, a ceremony, a line of poetry, a storm or rainbow or meteor, a prophecy, a wound, a somatic awakening, or a sacred object such as a knife or a chalice. We’re all guided by Mystery. When the time is right and if we offer our attention, we’ll find the door and it will open.
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Five years later, after several failed attempts to find a route, I at last hiked into the Cemetery:


A steep slope five hundred feet high is colonized by hundreds of sandstone minarets, cabin-sized mushroom rocks, and boulders shaped like tombstones. The hillside is enclosed on three sides by precipitous red ramparts topped with enormous monoliths.


As I climb up toward the ridge, I weep much of the way. I am finally entering a holy place that has called me since age four. This is an exceedingly remote spot with no obvious signs of previous human visitation. And now I’ve intentionally placed myself in the midst of a graveyard in which, I imagine, my death is as likely as any other outcome.


On a high, narrow pass overlooking both the Cemetery and an adjacent canyon, I make my solitary camp — not much more than a sleeping bag on a pad, three gallons of water, and a few ceremonial items.


A deep sadness claims me, a lament. I am filled with unbearable grief for a world embroiled in madness. I recall the heartrending hope I had harbored for so many years, hope fed by visions of a society that honors all life, visions invested with the greatest longing. As a young man, I had dared to want something passionately.


I am seized by a more personal sadness as well. As fulfilling as my life has been, I have felt in recent months that I’ve reached the end of the road I’ve been traveling. I’m in my midforties and have realized most of the dreams of my early adulthood — for meaningful work that might contribute to a more sane and just world; a fulfilling romantic relationship; a caring community of friends; an aesthetically pleasing and ecologically valid home; and joyful ways to explore and celebrate the natural world. Having achieved these things, I now find myself filled with melancholy. The prospect of sitting back and enjoying the fruits of my labors leaves me thoroughly downhearted. Will I listen to the inner voice that says there isn’t any more to achieve in life, that anything else is a starry-eyed illusion? Or will I accept the risk of once again leaving the inner home I’ve built for myself?


During these four days, I live with heat and cold, blasting ridgetop winds, lizards, the staccato flutter of bat wings at dusk, stars and galaxies, blooming claret-cup cacti — and ever-present hunger. A canyon wren whistles her melodious aria of descent. Vultures circle silently.


A thought arrives that maybe I need to drop everything and find a master in some art or discipline, someone I can study with. Become an apprentice again. If I’ve gone as far as I can with my early-adulthood dreams, I reason, then it must be time to become a student again. It doesn’t seem to matter so much what I become a student of.


At the time, it didn’t occur to me that my strategic mind was incapable of devising any plan for my future that would be useful to my Soul. A vision fast is an opportunity to make oneself available to revelation, not a time to figure things out.


That night I dream of a large mining operation in the desert run by an attractive woman. Ore is successfully being extracted and moved on conveyor belts, but the mine hasn’t made a profit yet. But there’s still hope it will.


The next day, several people come to visit in my imagination. All of them dead. Dorothy Wergin, my first spiritual mentor; my oldest sibling, Ricky, who died as an infant before I was born; my friend Phil, who died in an avalanche while we skied in the backcountry; my friend Richard; my grandparents. With words on the wind, I send them my love and gratitude.


Each day, my ridgetop camp feels more like an as-yet-unlit funeral pyre or a sacrificial altar at the top of the colossal, high steps of an Aztec temple. I once again avow Death as my teacher and ally. And Death turns to me and asks, Who are you? For what do you live? What will you bring your people?


The wind blows all day, each day, driving me even crazier than I might have been anyway. I name my camp Windy Gap. My lament grows stronger. I weep. I feel extraordinarily weak. I moan, cry out.


Midmorning of the fourth day, a giant yellow-and-black swallowtail flutters by, her wingspan at least six inches. I’ve never seen a butterfly so large. Now she dances around my camp for several minutes before coming close to my left cheek. She says, Cocoon Weaver, Impossible Dreamer of Windy Gap.


That night I dream. I’m a teenager, not yet driving age. There’s an exceptionally large yellow-and-black school bus. I decide to take it for a spin. I’m driving down the moderate slope of a broad avenue, scared and exhilarated, almost out of control (the brakes are shot), but I manage not to hit anything. I drive to the workplace of a man I know, perhaps to show off. He’s a strong, wise, and kind man in his early mature-adulthood. He’s a craftsman, what we would think of as a blue-collar artisan, and very much alive and able. He seems to feel I did well to get there in the big bus. He offers me a job loading heavy sacks of material on a cart and then delivering them to a factory where the material is used to make things. He shows me in detail how to balance the sacks on the cart, seven maximum, he cautions, or it will tip. As a special treat, he makes a run of sacks that have a drawing of me on them (like a logo) instead of the usual one. I’m thrilled.


My wish to study with a master has been granted in the nightworld.


I returned home ready to take the big, risky, yellow-and-black ride and to be guided by the mature craftsman (of me) toward a new task of carrying what is hidden as a gift to others. To truly become such a man myself, I understood I would have to remain faithful to a mining operation and the woman who runs it (the Muse) and to trust my impossible dreams, the ore from deeper layers of the psyche.


I began to design new programs, which I called “soulcraft journeys,” distinct, in both intent and form, from what I had been doing during the first half of my Adulthood. I began to develop my own nature-based approaches to dreamwork, Shadow work, ecotherapy, Sacred Wound work, council, and self-designed ceremonies. Innovating in this way was a good deal riskier than seeking another human teacher. It felt as if I were going a long way out on a limb. (I was.) I stopped thinking of or labeling myself as a vision-fast guide or a psychotherapist and became a soulcraft guide who was creating, along with my colleagues, new forms for the ancient art of weaving cocoons of soul initiation.


In hindsight, it seems I had, in fact, begun mining that soulcraft ore a few years before my Cemetery fast. However, those early attempts at new forms had not yet been “profitable”: I had not yet been ready or willing to fully trust I could manifest a mystery in my own way, that I could dream the impossible and create innovative forms. My psychospiritual center of gravity had not yet shifted from form to art, from tradition to renaissance.


Fasting in the Cemetery was a major step in my apprenticeship with Death, although far from the last. During those four days, I surrendered my young Adult identity. And then the Cemetery gave birth to me as an Impossible Dreamer of a contemporary, Western, nature-based approach to the perennial journey of soul initiation and of cultural transformation from an egocentric society to an ecocentric and soulcentric one.


The next phase in my apprenticeship with Death was to study the death-rebirth process not only for individuals but for the collective (shifting from a life-destroying society to a life-enhancing culture); to contribute whatever I could to the death-rebirth of the most common mode of Western psychotherapy (from a limiting fixation on wound healing and symptom relief to the cultivation of wholeness and the engendering of cultural revolutionaries); and to help provoke a death-rebirth shift for the contemporary idea of the soul.


I have often wondered if the transformation I experienced in the Cemetery could have happened anywhere else. I’ve wondered if it might have been the greatest good fortune (or some divine plan) that it would take me so many years to find the Cemetery and then a way into it. And I’ve wondered if my repeating childhood dream of the Cemetery made the whole journey possible.
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The work to which I’ve been privileged to give myself sprouts from several seed ideas: That we are each born with what Carl Jung called a personal myth, or what I call a mythopoetic identity, through which we can find and occupy our destined place or niche in our cultural and ecological world, somewhat like the way monarch butterflies are born with the ability to find their way from Canada to the exact spot in Mexico that their ancestors left five generations earlier. That we can create our own contemporary practices through which we can discover and be initiated into that unique niche. That we are each conceived by Mystery as something like a singular poem, song, rhythm, or dance — one that the world needs in order to complete its own symphony, drama, or performance. That the universe is, in essence, an artist and each individual human has been shaped with the capacity to mature into one of its works of art, as has every other creature.


When the time comes for our soul initiation, our conscious self (our Ego) merges with and is reshaped by our innate mythopoetic motif or image — our original instructions — and we emerge as an Adult, in the way a caterpillar transforms into a chrysalis within which the butterfly is formed. The butterfly was always the caterpillar’s potential, its nonguaranteed destiny.


The Ego cannot merge with the Soul until the Ego is ripe. When that time approaches, it is a great crisis for the Ego. The transformation won’t happen without such a crisis, and the crisis is always severe enough that the outcome is uncertain.


Perhaps as a species — and a planet — we now find ourselves in an analogous moment: As a collective, humanity has entered a death-rebirth crisis, a crisis that perhaps needed to be wildly extreme in order to make our next evolutionary transformation even possible. Will we make it through as a species and as a planet? It may be that to do so we’ll need to learn again how to prepare for and navigate our individual crises of initiation.


Some caterpillars perish in the cocoon or chrysalis, never to emerge as moths or butterflies. Others, miraculously, take flight.









Introduction


The Descent to Soul


An Overview of the Terrain


Tell a wise person or else keep silent


for those who do not understand


will mock it right away.


I praise what is truly alive


what longs to be burned to death. . . .


. . .And so long as you have not experienced


this: to die and so to grow


you are only a troubled guest


on the dark earth.


— JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE


This is a field guide to an ecstatic and hazardous odyssey that most of the world has forgotten — or not yet discovered — an essential spiritual adventure for which you won’t find clear or complete maps anywhere else in the contemporary Western world. This journey, which begins with a dying, enables you to grow whole and wild in a way that has become rare — and yet is vital for the future of our species and our planet.


I believe the root cause of the dire crises and challenges of our time — all of our currently cascading environmental and cultural collapses — is a widespread failure in individual human development. This has been true for so long and in so many societies that most people today (including most psychologists, educators, and religious leaders) are unaware of this breakdown in the natural sequence of human maturation, a failure now plainly evident — as witnessed in the current epidemics of psychological dysfunction as well as social and ecological degradation. Vital threads in growing whole are missing from the cultural fabric. Too many of us are only troubled guests on this Earth.


Our developmental dilemma stems primarily from our disconnection from nature, from both our “outer” and “inner” natures: the loss of our experienced belonging to and entanglement within the natural world and the loss of our communion with the very core of our own individual human nature — our Soul.


What we have lost, in particular, is the journey of soul initiation — a psychospiritual undertaking that connects us in the most profound way to both the Earth community and the source of our deepest humanity. This journey, if revitalized and reclaimed, can transform everything for us, individually and collectively.


This loss is our single gravest human and planetary crisis because the journey of soul initiation is the path to true Adulthood — to becoming a cultural visionary and evolutionary — and true Adulthood is essential to a genuinely healthy, mature culture. This journey will be a core element of any future society capable of growing a flourishing culture in partnership with all other species and life processes of Earth.


The central and pivotal episode of the journey of soul initiation is the Descent to Soul (a phrase I capitalize to remind you I mean something specific and distinct). This book is a map of the terrain of the Descent, including its five phases.


Key words in these pages — soul, descent, underworld, initiation, vision — may be familiar, but their meanings have become obscure, exotic, often indecipherable. The meanings of other common words have become slippery, vague, or ambiguous — ego, adolescent, adult, elder, purpose, wholeness. I hope to offer some clarity by introducing intelligible definitions that, largely because they are unconventional, might be able to offer real support in our time for human maturation and cultural renaissance.


My greatest challenge in writing this book — and perhaps your first obstacle in reading and understanding it — is that its subject matter lies outside the worldview of most contemporary cultures. What I mean by the Descent to Soul is most likely not what you, dear reader, would imagine or guess. It might be hard to accept that there could be a dimension of human development you have not experienced and for which you might not yet have a reference point.


You might reasonably suspect the Descent to Soul to be a version of any number of familiar therapeutic or spiritual practices, methods, or endeavors — but, despite similarities, it is none of them. It is not, for example, some kind of self-help regimen or a form of psychotherapy. It is not a way to recover from addiction, stress, or trauma (although doing so, for some people, is an essential element in preparing for the Descent). It is not a way to heal anyone of anything in the usual ways meant by healing. It is not a method for improving your relationships. It’s for sure not a way to better adapt your life to any culture or worldview currently destroying our biosphere; its actual result is the opposite. The Descent to Soul is not what most depth psychologists or Jungian analysts facilitate in their consulting rooms or explore in their books or articles. It is not a generic submersion into the personal or collective unconscious. It’s not a trip into Wonderland or some new or old way of chasing rabbits. The Descent is obviously not an ascending path to enlightenment or nondual consciousness. It is not the hero’s journey or a vision quest. It is not shamanism or a psychedelic trip. It is absolutely not a way to find your social or vocational “purpose.” It is not a men’s or women’s or teenagers’ initiation workshop or weekend. It is neither a “dark night of the soul” nor “hitting bottom” and then altering your routines so you can get back on your feet. It is not merely or primarily a psychospiritual encounter with death. It is not religion or mythology. Most emphatically, it is not a rite of passage (probably the single most common misperception). It is not even a rite of initiation.


Rather, the Descent to Soul is an extended process of initiation that takes place in a stage of human development most contemporary people never reach. It is a psychospiritual adventure that spans at least several months — and sometimes a few years or more.


As the central episode of the journey of soul initiation, the Descent results in visionary leaders, paradigm innovators, and evolutionary artisans. As such, its introduction into the contemporary world renders it a profound interrupter of culture as well as a necessary seed or catalyst for possible future Earth societies that will be not only life-sustaining but also life-enhancing.


The Descent to Soul — or something like it — is probably as old as humanity and has most likely been embodied in as many different forms as there have been thriving human cultures. The Descent as described in this book, however, is not a white person’s adaptation, appropriation, or co-optation of any indigenous culture’s practices or traditions. Rather, it’s a contemporary Western process and experience that my colleagues and I have been tracking and guiding for forty years. This long and extensive field study, carefully documented, has gradually yielded the model presented here: a modern re-visioning and evolution of a timeless and archetypal path to true Adulthood and Elderhood.


However — and this is a vital point — the Descent to Soul as described in this book is not primarily a re-visioning of something old. As I’ll explore with you later in this overview, this model of the Descent is innovative and emergent in ways that suggest an evolutionary shift in our species — one that has been unfolding for some time now, a movement into realms of human development that were not widely attainable in previous eras. The models and methods we’ve been developing at Animas Valley Institute might help our species embrace and realize an evolutionary opportunity on the threshold of which we now stand.


In some ways, then, the journey of soul initiation has been lost and is now simply being rediscovered, yet in other ways, the journey of soul initiation is itself in the process of evolving and a new developmental possibility for humanity is emerging. Either way, our species is clearly in the midst of an initiatory interlude — and consequently, our planet is as well.


The most innovative and original element in this book is not the set of practices for navigating the Descent to Soul but the model of what that journey actually is, a map sketched, drafted, and redrafted over the course of four decades of guiding thousands of people. At Animas, our goal has always been to honor the integrity and sheer mysteriousness of the journey — to track the patterns that reveal themselves — and to avoid placing our observations into earlier interpretive boxes. Although we’ve improvised many practices of our own and modified many long-established techniques, our methods are not radically new in the way the model is. A practice, however, can have very different results and can, in essence, become a different activity depending on the model or intention with which it is used.


To our knowledge, very few if any other guides are doing this kind of work with Western people. This includes vision-fast guides, rites-of-passage leaders, practitioners of neo-shamanism, facilitators of psychedelic journeys, and depth psychologists. I write this with humility but also with regret that we haven’t yet discovered more guides developing kindred models and methods.


The ease of misconstruing the nature of the contemporary journey of soul initiation might be one reason its precursors have been lost for so long. Once lost, it’s hard to find again. Here’s why: Most people have felt an immeasurably deep longing for their life to be a passionate adventure and a meaningful and valuable contribution to the world. But few know how to make that real. For those of us who reach our midteens with this longing still alive in our hearts — not buried beneath the dross of the overculture — there arises an irrepressible desire to embark on a quest for our true life. And many of us do. But our longing is so strong we might believe we’ve found a path to that life when we haven’t. Our yearning is so fierce we end up embracing a practice or method that seems to be the Holy Grail — but isn’t. It’s not that we consciously settle for less. It’s just that it can take a while before we can admit to ourselves that the path we’re on is not getting us closer to the passionate and meaningful life we yearn for.


As valuable as they are in their own right and for their own purposes, the familiar practices, methods, and endeavors noted above — from psychotherapy to psychedelics, from “purpose” workshops to shamanism — are examples of paths that Western people have explored in recent decades, but none are the Descent to Soul (although some can be components of it). You can, for example, undergo multiple healings of various kinds, even invaluable healings, but although you may emerge more whole, your longing for meaning — deep, life-fulfilling meaning — will remain untouched. You can go through a rite of passage and you may be healed, revitalized, and gain a new, more rewarding social status or role, but your longing for soul-stirring purpose will not be realized. You might experience satori or nirvana, but after the ecstasy, there will still be an emptiness at your core — the wrong kind of emptiness. You could for most of your life practice yoga, meditation, or contemplative prayer, but as invaluably enriched, centered, and resilient as you might become, you will not be satisfied if your original hunger was to know and inhabit the one unique life you can truly call your own.


I’ll say it again and more emphatically: I am not hawking a new self-help fad, and the Descent to Soul is not therapy or a rite of passage. Rather, this book is something like a psychospiritual bomb placed as carefully as I’m able at the very heart of the techno-industrial civilization currently ruining our world. More importantly, the Descent is a generative seed-germinating wildfire indispensable for any human or planetary future worth inhabiting.


This is my first written presentation of the five phases of the Descent to Soul, a model that differs in significant ways from my own earlier attempts to map the journey and, to my knowledge, from any other model for initiatory odysseys. In these pages you’ll find a thorough description of the most essential things I’ve learned over the past forty years about the trail to true Adulthood, including much of what I’ve discovered since writing Soulcraft.


I confess I’ve written this book for future human generations as much as for those living now. Today, in the early twenty-first century, we face unprecedented existential crises — environmentally and culturally. Our human and natural systems are collapsing due to our “success” at creating human systems (cultures) incompatible with the health of the greater natural systems within which we exist (Earth’s ecosystems). If we are to survive and thrive as a species — and as an Earth community of innumerable life-forms — future human generations will need to know how to navigate the journey of soul initiation. This book is an exploration of what I understand to be the most important patterns, motifs, and symbols of the journey as well as a description of a contemporary, Western, nature-based version of it. It’s also a treasury of stories of contemporary people who have experienced it. This book is an embodiment of my faith that there might be future human generations and that they might be vastly more capable than we have been of undertaking the journey to full maturity.
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Although the Descent to Soul — the expedition across a vast plain, then down into the depths of what I call Soul Canyon, and eventually, with good fortune, up and out the other side — can be hazardous and harrowing, it is also joyful and engaging. If only the hypnotized masses of the mainstream contemporary world had some idea of the extraordinary riches, mysteries, and intricacies of the human psyche and of the daily dazzling miracles of the self-organizing, more-than-human world! If they did, whatever glimmer and glamour glimpsed in the flatland of conformist-consumer culture would swiftly fade and be seen for the sham it is. What waits on the other side of that vast plain is so much more interesting and inspiring. And those mysteries and treasures are no further than your nightly dreams, your wild love for this world, or for that matter, your deepest emotional wounds; no more remote than the rustling leaves outside your door, the every-moment miracles of your own body, the mycelium-webbed soil beneath your feet, or the waxing and waning of the Moon above; no harder to find than the myths that arise everywhere from the depths of the human psyche. These mysteries are not just of nature and of psyche, but of the inherent communion and dance of mutual enrichment between them.


Peter Pan, as it turns out, was wrong — dead wrong. Being a true Adult is a profoundly exhilarating and fulfilling experience!


Our Unique Ecological Niche


Each species has its unique ecological niche, a distinctive role it plays in sustaining and enhancing life on our planet. By fulfilling its role, each species does all it can to sustain, increase, and evolve its own kind. When Charles Darwin spoke of the survival of the fittest, he meant the flourishing of those who fit best — those who cooperate best with their environment and are best able to adapt to changing conditions.


Salmon, for example, carry vast amounts of marine nutrients from the ocean to river headwaters. These nutrients are incorporated into food webs in rivers and their surrounding landscapes by many species of mammals, birds, and fish that forage on salmon eggs, juveniles, and adults. Brown bears disperse these marine nutrients into surrounding forests, enhancing the growth of trees that protect stream banks from erosion. These trees eventually return the favor for salmon by falling into the streams and forming logjams that provide shelter for juvenile salmon and protect the gravels that adults use for spawning.


In addition to each species having its own unique niche, we might suppose this is also true for each individual. It is plausible — and probably necessary — that every creature is born with the capacity and desire to occupy its species’ distinctive ecological role in its own individual way. Adolescent salmon, for example, without in-person guidance from their parents or anyone else, know how and when to migrate to the ocean and how, after several years, to locate the very river in which they were spawned and to make their way up that stream often to the exact spot in which they began life. Biologists have hypothesized what tools or mechanisms salmon use to return (how they do it) — such as being able to recognize the distinct scent of their home river — but they don’t have a clue how salmon know to migrate at all, or when, or to where, or what motivates them (why they do it). We don’t know, in other words, how it is that each salmon — or an individual of any species — is born with the capacity and desire to occupy its species’ distinctive ecological role in its own way. But without a doubt, every living thing has this innate knowledge and desire. This is one of the astounding mysteries upon which all life depends. This is a mystery of psyche, not a mystery of eco-biological mechanisms.


The curious thing is that we seldom apply these insights to our own species — as if humanity might be an exception to the rule, as if we are purposeless visitors in a meaningless world or as if we can take any ecological role we want. But as a species, we, too, have a distinctive niche in the community of life, a particular potential, a role that evolution has shaped us to occupy. Most of us are just not at all sure what that might be. Or perhaps we don’t even consider the question.


Given what is unfolding globally in the early twenty-first century, we might be tempted, in moments of despair, to conclude that our unique human niche must be to perpetrate the sixth mass extinction of life on our planet. This is, after all, what we are in fact doing and what is already well underway — the apocalyptic diminution of our planet’s biodiversity, as if Earth is seeking to renew herself by first clearing the decks through the life-slaughtering genius of our own species. Could this be it? Could we have evolved so as to “cooperate best” with the rest of life by becoming the obliging eco-assassin that annihilates most present-day species, including our own? Really?


I don’t think so. I believe that ecocide/suicide is not our destiny but, rather, our fate if we do not succeed at embracing and inhabiting our true niche (leaving aside for now the question of why we might be the only species capable of not fulfilling its true niche). Further, I believe we will not be able to inhabit our true niche as a species unless and until enough of us inhabit our true individual niches.


Let me tell you why:


In order to realize our evolutionary potential, most human cultures have to be healthy and mature enough to choose and support such a mission — “the great work” of our time, as Thomas Berry framed it in his visionary book of that title. In order to have such cultures, there must be humans mature and healthy enough to cocreate those cultures. Such humans (initiated Adults and Elders) are not people who are primarily looking out for themselves (their “small” selves), but rather people who are creatively crafting ways of inhabiting the life-enhancing individual niche they were born for. And that niche is what we discover and what we become able to occupy through the journey of soul initiation. Consequently, in order for humanity to take its true place in the world, enough individual humans must take their true places.


True Adults and Elders are people who know why they were born, who know who they are as unique individual participants in the web of life, and who, in most everything they do, creatively occupy their distinctive ecological niche as a life-enhancing gift to their people and to the greater Earth community.1


The primary reason ecocide could end up being our collective fate is due to a specific kind of cultural decay that is the inevitable result of the absence of the journey of soul initiation.


In other words, we industrialized humans are failing to occupy our true collective niche because we don’t know how to find or occupy our individual roles in the greater web of life. We don’t know who we are as a species because we don’t know who we are as individuals.


But we can learn how to remember2 who we were born to be as individuals, and we can collectively discover who we might yet become as a species.


Twenty-First-Century Practices for Soul Initiation


I want to explore with you the question raised earlier of whether the model of the Descent to Soul presented in this book is a contemporary form of what older, healthier cultures had and later lost or if this is a journey and a destination for which humanity was not ready until now. Or both.


One factor that makes our work at Animas new, relative to earlier, indigenous traditions, arises from the fact that we are addressing the journey of soul initiation with a very different consciousness and within a very different cultural context. This is simply by “virtue” of several cultural revolutions — agricultural, scientific, industrial, and digital. Humanity now operates with a significantly different mode of consciousness relative to the Neolithic; we exist in a radically transformed cultural context in terms of our knowledge, social structures, economies, technologies, spiritualities, and cosmology.


One of the consequences of these cultural revolutions is a degradation of our shared environment to such a degree that humanity as a whole now faces an unprecedented and ultimate dilemma, namely, accelerating ecocide and possible self-extinction. Because of the cataclysmic events now playing out (mass extinctions, deforestation, ecological poisoning and degradation, overpopulation, climate disruption), we find ourselves having to make an evolutionary leap of a magnitude we may not have needed since we climbed down from our homes in the trees some four million years ago. This leap might not have been possible without our having unwittingly created the conditions in which it is necessary. This is the way evolution works: The species that survive are the ones able to adapt to changing conditions. In this case, we, ourselves, have created, unintentionally, the conditions that require us to evolve. Although this leap might now be both possible and crucial, it is in no way guaranteed. We are traversing a knife-edge ridge, and the outcome is unknown.


We now find ourselves in an initiatory crisis of our own making that will result in either our demise or our metamorphosis. We cannot continue on our current course and we cannot remain as the humans we’ve been. This is a collective circumstance akin to what is faced individually on the Descent to Soul. Not all people or species — or planets — survive their initiations.


Our contemporary industrialized cultures, though in the process of destroying our Earth home, have in many ways achieved great advances in personal development, well-being, and human potential. In addition to the life-enhancing accomplishments of our arts and sciences, we now enjoy unprecedented degrees of freedom in individual exploration and flourishing. We have a much more differentiated and expanded set of possible social roles and identities. This expansion of roles is quite new — and another factor that likely requires a novel approach to the journey of soul initiation. We have vastly more ways of being human than ever before, a surge in role diversity likely due to the evolution of the relatively new life stage of Adolescence (as I explore later). Many of these new ways are deadly to self, community, and world: Ponder the modern assortment of addictions from which to choose, the proliferation of self-serving political strategies, and military leaders armed with a mind-boggling variety of life-destroying weapons. Yet many other innovations have opened doors to wholesome, new human possibilities: Consider the modern array of scientific specialties, life-enhancing technologies, and medical interventions; the diversification of the arts and of religious and spiritual paths; and the rainbow variety of gender orientations and roles. As with all new capacities, our aptitude for dreaming up new roles and possibilities brings both opportunities and risks. Gender roles are a good example: Compared to the traditions of some indigenous peoples, there is now much less of a divide between women and men in terms of available social and vocational roles. This is also true when we compare current times with our own Western Middle Ages — or even, for that matter, with 1950s America. Most of us consider this progress, a positive sign of consciousness change and cultural evolution, but it also necessitates challenging societal adjustments.


Greater role differentiation is true not only of contemporary societies compared with earlier ones but also of our species compared with others. The variety of niches individual humans can occupy seems immeasurably greater than the niches available to individuals of other species. This is our forte as well as our flaw. One of the distinctive attributes of the human psyche is that it takes wildly diverse and creative shapes. But the capacity of most earlier human cultures to support that diversity and autonomy seems limited compared to contemporary options.


More generally, I suspect there are no older or existing cultures with practices or worldviews that are unambiguously relevant to what we need to navigate our current planetary moment, none that are wholly adequate to enable us to face what we now must as a species. This, indeed, was the conclusion of geologian and Earth Elder Thomas Berry after a long life studying cultures all over the world:


We must go far beyond any transformation of contemporary culture. . . . None of our existing cultures can deal with this situation [namely, the loss of what Thomas termed our cultural “survival capacity”] out of its own resources. We must invent, or reinvent, a sustainable human culture by a descent into our prerational, our instinctive resources. Our cultural resources have lost their integrity. They cannot be trusted. What is needed is not transcendence but “inscendence.”3


This book presents a contemporary, Western, nature-based map and set of methods for what Thomas, coining his own word for the Descent, called “inscendence.”4 Thomas, by distinguishing inscendence from transcendence, was declaring that we live in a time in which the spiritual descent has become essential — and more vital than the spiritual ascent, which, alone, too often amounts to a spiritual “bypass” of our individual and collective needs for healing, wholing, and tending to our crises and opportunities.


There are additional indicators of an emerging human paradigm that might require a new approach to the journey of soul initiation, a new way to understand the Descent to Soul. I explored some of these in Nature and the Human Soul (see the section on “Homo Imaginens”). These include our modern awareness (astonishingly, in just the last 150 years) of a one-way, nonrepeating evolutionary arc to the unfolding world (not just ever-repeating cycles); the determining role humanity now has in the evolution of life on our planet; the relatively recent universal cultivation of the deep imagination, bestowing every person of every culture with the potential for visionary achievement (not just the rare prophet or shaman); and modern Adolescence as a potential evolutionary advance — as yet unfulfilled.


These perspectives suggest that the journey of soul initiation is itself in the process of evolving, that a new developmental possibility for humanity is emerging, and that our species is in the midst of an initiatory journey. We are entering uncharted waters.


For these reasons, I believe we will not find what we need now by returning to the initiatory practices of earlier cultures. Although we might employ some universal techniques and strategies (like dreamwork, fasting, and trance dance) and embrace certain arts of the older Western mystery schools (like deep-imagery journeys, symbolic artwork, and the Mandorla), we primarily must invent never-before-seen maps and methods to navigate our never-before-seen circumstances and courageously accept a destination we can only partially understand.


It’s not simply that we must not appropriate from or co-opt indigenous traditions. It’s not simply that we must invent our own ways of doing what earlier cultures might have done. More fundamentally, we must envision methods for a journey no previous cultures had even attempted — or were ready for. And we must do this not only to prevent horrific things from happening — like ecocide — but also to enable a human possibility not previously seen in this world.


We must now collectively weave a cocoon for the metamorphosis of our own species.5


The Lost Journey


Although I believe we now stand on an evolutionary threshold, that we must envision maps and methods for an unprecedented planetary voyage, we might still wonder why earlier variants of the journey of soul initiation — where they existed — disappeared from most cultures. See appendix 1, “The Lost Journey,” for an exploration of this question as well as examples of cultures in which these earlier variants once existed or perhaps still do.


The Scarcity of True Adults, Not Just Elders


It’s become a common observation that contemporary societies have very few real elders — plenty of “olders” but not many people of wisdom capable of effectively caring for the greater Earth community. However, a much more devastating and incisive cultural critique is to observe that the modern world has very few true adults — and that this is precisely the root cause of our current crises. Lest we get ahead of ourselves by lamenting the scarcity of elders, we would do well to reflect upon the scarcity of Adults, the consequences of this, and how a true Adult is made (as well as a true Elder).


When too many of us don’t grow into true Adults, our cultures deteriorate into immature collectives and dysfunctional societies. Instead of engendering healthy communities that contribute to life and evolution, we end up harming each other and ourselves and destroying the very world that conceived and sustains us — and ecocide is also anthropocide. Contemporary industrialized societies are clear examples.


What do I mean by a true Adult? My comprehensive answer is the book you hold in your hands. But I’ve already offered a short sketch, namely: someone who knows why they were born, who knows who they are as a unique individual participant in the web of life, and who creatively occupies their distinctive eco-niche in their everyday life as a gift to their people and the greater Earth community. Here’s another version, this one in three parts: someone who experiences themself, first and foremost, as a member of the Earth community, and has had one or more revelatory experiences of their unique place in that ecological community, and embodies that unique place as a gift to their people and the Earth community. Doing so makes them a visionary agent of evolution — and in an egocentric, patho-adolescent society like ours, an agent of revolution.


These definitions have virtually no relationship to contemporary understandings of adulthood, but they’re probably close to those of some healthier, earlier cultures. The superficiality of our conventional Western definitions of adulthood — such as reaching age eighteen or twenty-one; or, slightly better, becoming a parent and raising children; and/or contributing to the economy, safety, or governance of the community — suggests a root cause of our cultural immaturity: a lack of depth.


“Very few true adults” is such a radical cultural critique that almost no one has been able to bring themselves to plainly say it, mean it, and spell out its implications.6 But when we consider it impartially and carefully, we see that the scarcity of true Adults is, naturally, the explanation for why there are so few real Elders. It is the passage from psychological Adolescence to true Adulthood that has become so challenging and so rarely traversed — not the passage from Adult to Elder.


It’s not as if we are seeing hordes of Adults piling up like frenzied sports fans against the entrance gates to Elderhood — and just somehow not being able to break through. No. The bottleneck is with the psychological Adolescents (whether in their teens, twenties, forties, or later), who are getting stuck in their development long before they reach the entrance gates to Adulthood. The reality is that most contemporary people are lost and languishing in a Village on the edge of a vast deserted plain on the far side of which arise the gates to Adulthood — and few of them find their way across that plain. There are at least four reasons they don’t: They’re not psychospiritually prepared for the journey. They don’t have the skills to navigate the crossing. They wouldn’t know how to get through the gates even if they found them. And there are very few Adults and real Elders to help them navigate the rigorous passage. Indeed, this last reality is precisely why the land between the Village and the gates to Adulthood has become a barren and eroded district and not the lush and alluring wilderness it might once have been in certain places — or that it might be in the future.


The journey does take significant preparation. Our conformist-consumer cultures7 do not help psychological Adolescents with this. Quite to the contrary. And most people do need support with both the preparation and the journey itself. In a healthy society, this support takes the form of initiation processes and practices conserved and overseen by Adults and Elders. This is what we’ve lost — not only our initiation rites but also most of the Adults and Elders who could guide those rites.


This loss results in societies filled with immature Adolescents, which is why there are so few true Adults — mature Adolescents being the raw material for making Adults. And the reason we have so few psychologically and ecologically mature Adolescents is due to the modern degradation of childhood, resulting, in turn, from cultural deterioration, including too many immature parents and educators whose developmental challenges are due to the loss of the journey of soul initiation, and so on. Each loss compounds all the others.


To meaningfully address our current cultural and environmental collapses, the most essential initiative is to reclaim, redesign, and revitalize practices for the journey of soul initiation. Of the many strategies proposed for creating a sane and sustainable world, this is not one you’re likely to have come across. Consult even the most progressive culture-change activists and you’ll get the usual list: reductions in human population and pollution, transformations in energy and food production, and new models of and practices for social justice, equality, governance, business, community, and healthcare. All of these changes are necessary and urgent, but few activists or futurists include what lies at the root of all of these dilemmas — the vital need to restore or enhance the process of human development. And virtually no one notes the nearly absent journey of soul initiation as the fundamental and core necessity. Maybe this has been lost so long that few now are capable of seeing it. Perhaps for some it’s the elephant in the room — too troublesome to discuss. Others might intuit this as the crumbling foundation under our cultural house of cards but don’t want to be the one to name it.


The breakdown in human development does not have to be addressed before our other more urgent dilemmas can be, but enhancing how we grow is the ultimate path to a healthy, mature culture. It would be good to get started sooner rather than later.


Soul-initiated Adults and Elders are the most potent agents of cultural regeneration. And children and Adolescents are the younger people those initiated Adults emerge from — especially if those children and Adolescents are nurtured and supported by true Adults and Elders.


The nature-based journey of soul initiation is the way to personal revelation, visionary leadership, and cultural renaissance.8


It’s the journey from early Adolescence to Adulthood — not from Adulthood to Elderhood — that once inspired and necessitated complex, arduous, and often lengthy initiation ordeals and practices.9 There’s good reason for this: The features of our psyche and of the world that we must claim and incorporate in order to become an Adult are precisely what we had to ignore earlier in our life in order to first become viably human — that is, in order to become an authentic and socially accepted member of our human community, which is the developmental goal of childhood and early Adolescence. This book is, from one perspective, an exploration of what those essential features are and why our Ego had to resist their assimilation until the time was right. The journey of soul initiation brings about the death of our Adolescent Ego and of our Adolescent worldview — and the Adolescent Ego does not go gently into that good night. Only a very mature Adolescent would want and be able to.


The Possibility of Extraordinary Lives


We all know or have at least heard about true Adults, people who have followed an inner compass and made our world a better place, people whose lives are foundational to our own. Some of these people are well known.


Martha Graham, for example, broke the rules of traditional ballet and created a new language of dance. Nelson Mandela gave his people freedom, democracy, and the foundations for racial reconciliation — and inspired cultural revolutionaries around the world. Carl Jung gave us our first Western depth psychology with real depth. Rachel Carson launched the global environmental movement. Thomas Berry introduced us to the dream of the Earth. Mardy Murie, one of our fiercest guardians of wilderness, helped write and pass the 1964 US Wilderness Act and was instrumental in the creation of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. Wangari Maathai gifted the world with the Green Belt movement — and over fifty million new trees. Joanna Macy has given us the Work That Reconnects. Steven Foster and Meredith Little have gifted us the contemporary Western expression of the panhuman vision-fast ceremony.10


Our own lives can be as fulfilled, fruitful, and inspiring as theirs.


These women and men brought forth a boon for their people, something unique and priceless, something that transformed human societies. And they did so despite living, as we do, in damaged cultures. We all know of people like this, those who are following something we can’t see. What makes them different? They followed a feeling, a hunch, an image, a possibility, a golden thread. What drove them was not the directions of the Ego or the directives of the culture. They might not all have been aware of what I call the journey of soul initiation or the Descent to Soul by these or any other names, but it’s likely they navigated their way through this very terrain. Their lives are extraordinary because they discovered their unique ways to embody universal archetypes. “Dedicated spirits,” as Wordsworth would say.


Rites of Passage versus the Journey of Soul Initiation


What the contemporary world has lost is much more than effective rites of passage.


In their original or traditional forms, rites of passage support people in their transition from the end of one life stage into the start of the next. The rite does not bring about the passage; rather, the rite formally marks, announces, celebrates, and supports the passage. The developmental successes throughout the previous life stage are what give rise to the passage. Without those successes, there is no developmental progress, no passage, and no real grounds for a rite. Attending to the developmental tasks of the life stages is even more important than ceremonially observing the passages.11


Rites of passage are a relatively small piece of what we’re missing. The voyage from what contemporary society thinks of as adolescence to what I think of as true Adulthood — the journey of soul initiation — involves three distinct life stages, two major passages, and a great number and variety of initiatory rites and practices utilized throughout those three stages (which is to say, between the passages; see Nature and the Human Soul). This takes several years at least. A weekend or multiday rite of passage does not come even close to providing what is needed to become a true Adult.


My perspective that there are many kinds of developmental processes that are not rites of passage should not seem so radical. Rites of passage, as invaluable as they are, are actually infrequent and minor elements of human development. The journey of soul initiation and navigating through any stage of life are the primary examples of developmental processes that are not passage rites, but there are many others, such as the changes we go through as we develop any major skill or important relationship. Consider, for instance, an apprenticeship to a master pianist. This is an extended developmental process, not a rite of passage. The apprenticeship might last many years; then, if proficiency has been attained, there might be a social rite of passage, perhaps in the form of a public debut concert. Same with marriage: Ideally the rite of passage (the wedding) takes place only after acquiring the basic skills of romance and the successful navigation of several months of intimate relationship. A bar mitzvah (the rite of passage) ought to occur only after years of study of Judaism. Other developmental processes that may or may not be followed by a rite of passage include a meditation practice, a martial art discipline, or the study of poetry.


In recent decades, many organizations around the world have crafted new and very creative rites of passage in a good-faith effort to address our compounding crises of psychological, societal, and ecological collapse. But this might in some ways be a Band-Aid on a mortal wound. Rites of passage are an inadequate substitute for the knowledge and practices needed for tending the gradual multiyear development of Adolescents into Adults. Rites-of-passage weekends and experiential journeys can provide invaluable benefits — nature connection, for example, or the deepening and differentiation of social identity, the cultivation of self-care skills, the healing of emotional wounds, recovery from addiction or trauma, and the development of relational literacy. Yet without sufficient success with the developmental tasks of childhood and Adolescence, and without a successful navigation of the journey of soul initiation, no rite of passage can bring about true Adulthood.12


An Ecological Definition of Soul


In my work — and in this book — I use the word soul in a way that diverges from and is sometimes irreconcilable with its more familiar uses. I have found this re-visioning of soul necessary to enable us in the Western world to once again understand ourselves, experience ourselves, and treat ourselves as native participants in our animate Earth. This re-visioning is equally necessary in order to make sense of the journey from psychological Adolescence to initiated Adulthood.


Foundationally, Soul, for me, is an ecological concept, not a psychological one nor a spiritual or religious one.


Specifically, by Soul I mean a person or thing’s unique ecological niche in the Earth community.


By this definition, all creatures have Souls, not just humans. And not just creatures, but every naturally occurring thing: every flower and stone; every river, mountain, forest; every cloud, storm, rainbow; every season; every species. Even every human language, community, and culture — which is to say, all human creations that evolve organically, those that we do not fabricate solely with our strategic minds. Each natural thing, in other words, has its own unique position or role in the larger web of Earthly life. A niche, in essence, consists of a thing’s unique set of relationships with every other thing in its ecosystem. A thing’s eco-niche — its Soul — is what makes it what it is on the deepest, widest, and most natural level of identity.


This foundational relationship between eco-niche and identity is why I believe “unique eco-niche” is the best definition for soul. Notice, too, that this definition is completely resonant with how we commonly use the word soul in everyday speech: We’re most often referring to the deepest meaning, significance, distinctiveness, place, or purpose of a thing — its original essence, independent of how we might interpret it. This is implied, for example, in phrases like “his soul work,” “she searched her soul,” and even “she is the soul of discretion.” “Soul” has always implied “that which is most true and real.” What could be more true or real than a thing’s unique place in creation?


When it comes to our own species, the individual human Soul is, by this definition, the particular ecological niche a person is born to occupy whether or not that niche is ever consciously discovered or embodied. This caveat must be added because we humans might be the only creature capable of never discovering the individual niche we were born for — or refusing it if we do. This has consequences.


To reduce the chance of being misunderstood, I’ll be even more explicit because the following point is the hardest for most people to grasp: By human Soul, I mean a person’s unique place, not in human culture, but in the greater Earth community, the more-than-human world.13 The human Soul, when understood as unique eco-niche, is an identity much deeper than our personality, social-vocational role, or political or religious affiliations. Although we express ourselves through human culture by way of our social roles, our Soul is of and belongs to the larger, natural, not-only-human world. Each human Soul is first and foremost an element of the Soul of the world, the anima mundi. We, like individuals of all species, are creatures that emerge from and are shaped by Earth and by our relationships with all her other inhabitants and environments.


This concept of eco-niche returns the idea of soul, at long last, to its original home and context — the greater web of life. This is the only definition of soul I know that can support culturally exiled humans to return to Earth.14 With this definition, Soul becomes the missing link between ecology and psychology: Soul — the ecological niche we were born to occupy — is precisely what connects our human psyche to ecology (where psyche refers to our capacity to experience, both consciously and unconsciously — including dreams, thoughts, perceptions, imaginings, memories, and feelings). The way we experience both the world and ourselves has everything to do with our innate eco-niche.15


This ecological definition of Soul is itself one of the core features that distinguishes this book’s model of the Descent to Soul from other models.


Although we’re born to fill a particular ecological niche, we aren’t capable of comprehending such a niche (nor should we attempt to) during childhood and early Adolescence. To discover our eco-niche, we must go through an initiatory process — the journey of soul initiation — if and when we’re developmentally prepared for it.


From the perspective of Soul as eco-niche, no one is born to have a particular job or role in a human community. Rather, like members of all other species, we’re each born to take a specific place within the Earth community, to fill an individual ecological niche in the greater web of life, to provide a suite of unique ecological functions. That place is what I mean by Soul, and occupying that psycho-ecological niche and providing those functions is what I mean by soul purpose. This most essential realm of purpose is nearly absent from contemporary discussions and from most contemporary practices and methods for uncovering and embodying purpose.16


Soul and Mythopoetic Identity


Because knowledge of our place in the greater web of life is something we’re born with, it is necessarily precultural and prelinguistic. As a consequence, our unique place in the world cannot be identified, described, understood, or experienced in conventional cultural terms; it can’t be equated with an everyday social or vocational role or identity — such as physician, pianist, priest, president, or parent, or even the more generic categories of healer, artist, or leader. So how on Earth do we identify or name our Soul’s place?


Here’s an additional way to appreciate the difficulty: We humans possess a special realm or veneer of consciousness — our Ego’s conscious self-awareness — that rides on top of the more extensive consciousness we have in common with all other species. Our human Ego is both a great boon and a great barrier.17 For example, because each individual Ego, unlike the Soul, is a child of culture and language, we at first — in our childhood and teen years — come to understand our place culturally and linguistically, in terms of social roles. This is unavoidable, necessary, and a good thing. But we’re also born with an entirely different kind of knowledge, a felt-sense about our ecological place or niche in the world. This knowledge exists only within the deeper realm of consciousness that all species share, knowledge that is not linguistic but imaginal, knowledge that an immature, egocentric human Ego cannot access.


So the questions become: What is the nature of this innate, imagery-based, and mysterious knowledge about our ecological place in the world? How do we access this knowledge when it exists at a deeper level than the ego-consciousness that dominates our experience and sense of self by the time we’re in our early teens? How do we linguistically identify our Soul to ourselves and others once we experience it consciously?


In a word: metaphor.


When it comes to identifying Soul, we can only point or allude to it using metaphor — in the manner of poetry or myth. We can linguistically understand our Souls only indirectly, only mythopoetically. Not coincidentally, this is precisely how we learn about our Souls in the first place: We discover (or remember) our innate place, our true home, when the world mirrors it to us by way of nature-based metaphors, human archetypes, or other mythic or poetic images or symbols. We don’t choose these metaphors or figure them out with our strategic minds. Rather, we’re shown them in a moment of numinous vision or mystical revelation. They are shown to us by. . . what? “Mystery” is as good a way as any to name our benefactor, our guide, our initiator.


This is to say that when we begin to fathom and appreciate our unique eco-niche, we do so in the form of our mythopoetic identity, a phrase that Geneen Marie Haugen and I coined many years ago to name the way that human consciousness experiences and embraces Soul — through symbol and metaphor, image and dream, archetype and myth. So although Soul for me is an ecological concept, the process of coming to know our Soul is not ecological but psychological — and spiritual as well.


It’s important to keep in mind that Soul is not the same as mythopoetic identity. Soul is our unique eco-niche, while mythopoetic identity is how Soul is communicated to and represented by our human consciousness.


The embodiment of our Soul — the manifestation of our unique eco-niche — is our mature, Adult life purpose, our singular destiny.


Although numinous visions or mystical revelations themselves do not specify a particular social or vocational role, we eventually need to identify and choose such a role as a delivery system for Soul. We need that delivery system in order to incarnate our mythopoetic identity and offer our unique gift to the world. But the delivery system is not our mythopoetic identity. Our job or task is not who we are.


What I mean by Soul, then, is something mystical but not upperworld mystical and not any more mystical (or less) than salmon or monarch migrations. It corresponds to what poet David Whyte refers to as “the largest conversation you can have with the world,” a conversation you were born to have and that only you can have and that the world needs you to have for it to be whole. This conversation — and the niche, role, function, identity, meaning, and purpose associated with it — is not cultural or even merely human; rather, it is ecological and mythopoetic, which is to say clothed and communicated in the metaphors, symbols, images, dreams, and archetypes of the wild world and of your own wild mind. As Diane di Prima reminds us: “you have a poetics: you step into the world / like a suit of readymade clothes.”18


This is actually true of all creatures, not just humans: Every being has its own innate poetics, and there’s no better way than poetry to identify a unique ecological niche. Try describing the niche of an individual fox, for example. You can point to some of the primary relationships she has with other species in a particular habitat and perhaps the way her uncommon cunning allows her to carry out her distinctive calling, but her niche is something more than that and categorically different. Her unique niche is the sum of all the relationships she has with everything else on Earth, especially the things in her ecosystem, something we can’t even get close to fully describing. The best way to understand a fox’s niche is to live for several years as a native in her neighborhood while offering your daily reverent attention to her wanderings and ways. Then you’ll know something of her niche but still not be able to describe it precisely or systematically. Your best option, really, for portraying her niche would be to recite fox stories, preferably outside at night around a fire or in the dark beneath blazing stars. Or fox poetry. Or vixen myth. And that of course is precisely how nature-based people have always done it.


It’s no different when it comes to linguistically portraying an individual human’s Soul.


Through the journey of soul initiation, we come to understand that we each were born as something like a poem, as a unique dance, as a story in conversation with other stories, as an essential and utterly singular episode in the unfolding story of Earth, of Cosmos. As Gary Snyder writes:


The world is made of stories. Good stories are hard to come by, and a good story that you can honestly call your own is an incredible gift. These stories are part of a bigger story that connects us all.19


On the Soul level, we are each like a story or a poem that was part of the world even before we were born or conceived. And this poem, this mythopoetic identity, remains a feature of the world even after we die. This poem might be “about” the way a cocoon is woven. Or “about” the way stone can anchor feather and feather reveal the secrets of stone. Before we consciously encounter it, we might imagine this poem to be hanging on a certain branch of a tree in a forest, or waiting in a hollow spot on the land beneath leaf litter, or hovering between two standing waves in a river. And we might imagine it calling to us — it wants us to find it. The journey of soul initiation is, in essence, a long wander in the “forest” in search of that poem. When we find it, it claims us — our Ego — and we are changed by it. In that moment, our Ego begins to be shaped into a handmaiden for that poem, a way to embody and celebrate it. To seek the Soul is to wander ever deeper into the world searching for the poem you’re destined to be a vehicle for. That poem has always been calling you. The day you’re ready to embark on the journey of soul initiation is the day you first hear that call. When you do, any life project that would have interfered with that journey falls away as vanishingly insignificant.


[image: image]


A few brief examples of mythopoetic identity might be helpful before we get to the more intricate and elaborate stories later in this book. Although it’s impossible to communicate the numinosity of the human Soul in a few words, here are five linguistic sketches, five exceedingly brief word portraits, that embody the wild mysteries of soul encounter and how they have been communicated mythopoetically to five individuals:


•The overseer who guides others into the oceanic depths of the psyche


•She who dances the Earth and dreams song to feed the longing


•Spark heart on bear path


•She who generates perception-expanding images and identity-destabilizing questions


•The impossible dreamer who weaves cocoons of transformation


Despite their brevity, you can tell that these soul-infused identities and purposes contrast with middleworld cultural roles. These are not job descriptions you’ll ever see advertised. They are not careers a vocational guidance counselor is going to recommend to you. They are of the dreamtime or the mythic. And they are the kinds of purposes utterly core to our deepest, innate human identities.


Soul as What Earth Asks of Us


Thomas Berry counseled that in order to take our destined human place on this planet, we must listen to and understand what Earth herself asks of us: “The guidance and power of the Earth [must be] communicated to us.” It is through the journey of soul initiation that we receive this guidance. Our unique individual ecological niche — our Soul — is itself a power granted us by the animate planet we call Earth. Each individual Soul is a participant in Earth’s Soul. The discovery of our eco-niche provides the most essential guidance we need in order to take our individual place in not only the sustaining of life but its enhancement. If we humans, as a species, end up truly contributing to life, it will be, as Thomas says, “not because we have determined the future of the Earth simply from some rational faculty,” but because we have learned once again how to listen to what Earth is asking from each of us individually as well as from all of us collectively. This is the ultimate goal of the journey of soul initiation — not individual self-discovery and fulfillment, but cultural renaissance and the evolution of our species and our planet.


With good fortune, an ecological “soul revolution” will be the heir of the industrial and digital revolutions.


The Journey of Soul Initiation versus the Descent to Soul


The journey of soul initiation is a long developmental process that takes us from the end of one particular life stage (early Adolescence, which I call the Oasis), across the passage I call Confirmation into a second multiyear stage (late Adolescence, or the Cocoon), and then across the next passage (Soul Initiation), which is the start of early Adulthood (the life stage I call the Wellspring). In this sense, the journey of soul initiation is named after its finish line. The elements of the journey — the three stages of the Oasis, Cocoon, and Wellspring, and the two passages of Confirmation and Soul Initiation — are described in detail in Nature and the Human Soul and can be seen in the diagram on page 34. In a psychosocially healthier culture, this initiatory process would take place for most people in the teen years. In most contemporary societies, it seldom occurs at all (because the Cocoon stage is rarely reached), but when it does, it generally begins, at the earliest, in our twenties.


In contrast to the journey of soul initiation, the Descent to Soul is a particular kind of initiatory experience, a sojourn in Soul Canyon. The key feature of any Descent is an encounter with Soul, the vision or revelation of mythopoetic identity. The Descent, which begins with a plunge into the shadows of our psychological depths, is named after its starting block.


The journey of soul initiation is an extended developmental process with several major elements. It happens only once in life. The Descent to Soul, in contrast, is a type of numinous odyssey that is a core element of that journey, and it often takes place more than once during and after that journey. Any given Descent might take place over a few weeks or several months — or even longer.


Structurally, the journey of soul initiation encompasses three stages and two passages. The Descent to Soul, in contrast, has five phases.


The Five Phases of the Descent to Soul


The Descent to Soul is a psychospiritual expedition into one particular precinct of the underworld, Soul Canyon, and, if one is fortunate, the eventual emergence from those depths having been radically transformed by an encounter with Soul. As a field guide, this book introduces you to — and can accompany you through — the five phases of the Descent to Soul, which I name Preparation, Dissolution, Soul Encounter, Metamorphosis, and Enactment.20
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The Five Phases of the Descent to Soul


The first phase of the Descent, Preparation, readies you developmentally and psychospiritually for the journey and supports you to ultimately arrive, for the first time, at the rim of the Canyon, from where you can gaze down toward the intimidating and alluring mysteries that await below. There are several realms and dimensions of personal development that, if you engage them, will support you to arrive at the rim and be able to descend with a good chance not only of surviving but of being blessed with an encounter with Soul. In a healthy (ecocentric and soulcentric) culture, much of this preparation would occur as a matter of course during everyday living, learning, and loving, but this kind of personal development is at best absent from contemporary egocentric societies and, at worst, actively suppressed.


For this reason, the preparation needed for the Descent usually entails something quite different from and much more than whatever life experiences you’ve had in our current cultural context. The Preparation phase, for example, is not a matter of psychotherapy or the healing of emotional wounds, although this sometimes supplements Preparation. It’s not something you would have gained through even years of meditation, contemplative prayer, yoga, healthy diets, or nonviolent communication — as valuable as these and many other practices are. It’s not a matter of journal work, ceremony design, or physical conditioning. It’s something entirely distinct: the cultivation of several dimensions of our innate human wholeness that are generally neglected or undermined in the contemporary world. The Preparation phase can last several months or more.


The second phase, Dissolution, comprises the psychospiritual descent itself into Soul Canyon. Dissolution is not merely severance from your everyday community and social roles. Rather, this phase is the conclusive dismemberment of who you believed you were, the unconditional disintegration of what you understood the world to be, the definitive end of the story you had been living, the unqualified dissolution of the identity, the persona, the mask you had been walking around in, everything that enabled you to get done whatever you considered essential to who you were, who you could become, how you could serve your people. Everything.


With this phase, you step across an existential threshold and enter a ritual space of liminality, a kind of identity indeterminateness. You are now in a state of suspension. You’re no longer an active agent trying to solve anything. Rather, your goal is to be dissolved — by Mystery. You can cooperate, but you cannot make it happen. It happens to you.


Dissolution, in understatement, is challenging. It may last only a week or two (although I’ve never witnessed it so short on a person’s first Descent), or it might go on for months or years. Not everyone who departs reaches the bottom of the Canyon — or even very far down.


Dissolution is the first of the three central and liminal phases of the Descent to Soul, the three phases in which the initiate has no fixed identity in the everyday life of the Village (and, in many traditional contexts, is separated physically and socially from the Village).


The third phase, Soul Encounter, is what happens when you reach the depths — namely, visions and/or revelations of your unique ecological niche in the greater web of life. But the experience is not anything like receiving a textbook description of species, habitats, food sources, and ecosystems. Rather, it’s a glimpse of a pattern or image that metaphorically characterizes or connotes that niche. It is more like a poem, a myth, or a dream. It is the revelation of your mythopoetic identity. What this vision or revelation does is root your Ego in the mysterious soil of Soul. The seed of you cracks open and you begin to draw your life from a realm much deeper than you had previously imagined possible.


How long must you be in these hazardous and often frightening depths? How long, that is, do you get to enjoy these peculiar and rare ecstasies? Maybe a day. Maybe a few weeks. Maybe years. In a healthy cultural setting — one that had prepared you well for the Descent and provided you with the psychospiritual tools to go deep quickly — alas, probably not as long as you might wish. But let’s be clear: Although the Soul Encounter phase is the time when something of your mythopoetic identity is revealed and activated, you’ll hopefully be drawing on and living this revelation the rest of your life.


The fourth phase, Metamorphosis, is the shape-shifting of your Ego in light of and in accordance with the revelation or vision. To become an initiated Adult, the Ego needs much more than a vision, a cognitive revelation, or a blueprint for a mature human. The Ego needs to be reshaped, reconfigured, metamorphosed. The dismembered Adolescent Ego must be re-membered into its Adult form. This re-memberment takes place in part as a result of your efforts to embody your mythopoetic identity by showing up in the world as the person who occupies your unique eco-niche; which is to say, by cultivating relationships with people, other-than-humans, and communities as that person. Metamorphosis, however, does not require you to engage in acts of service (which is the sine qua non of the next phase). There are many practices from which you can choose that support and intensify the refashioning of your Ego. But this shape-shifting can take place even without your cooperation — possibly even in the face of your active resistance.


Metamorphosis can take a while. You wouldn’t want to rush it. Plan on a few years, though it might be quite a bit less.


The fifth and final phase, Enactment, is when you learn to embody your mythopoetic identity in acts of service to your community. It’s when you activate your giveaway, when you begin to perform your vision for your people to see, when you first discover how to deliver your gift of love-service to your world. As you embody your mythopoetic identity for others, you receive feedback that allows you to continuously deepen and develop your soul-infused conversation with the world. The primary way you come to understand your gift, after all, is through the lifelong journey of embodying it.


With the metaphor-image of Soul Canyon in mind, we could say that a Descent to Soul ends with an ascent from the depths, but in a certain sense we never really leave the Canyon. Our everyday lives in the Village world above the Canyon become expressions of those depths. As our lives unfold — as we continue to individuate — our Ego is rooted ever deeper in the mysteries of Soul.


The five phases of the Descent are both more in number and different in kind and name than the more familiar three phases of rites of passage popularized by the ethnographer Arnold van Gennep or the three phases of the hero’s journey as described by the comparative mythologist Joseph Campbell. This is in part because the Descent is neither a rite of passage nor a hero’s journey. For more on these differences, see appendix 2, “The Descent to Soul Compared to Rites of Passage, the Hero’s Journey, and Indigenous Practices,” which will be of special interest to rites-of-passage guides and students of cultural or social ecology, anthropology, mythology, ethnology, or depth psychology.


The five phases of the Descent to Soul are not necessarily or always experienced in a linear sequence as described above — except on our first Descent. It’s hard to imagine a successful first descent into Soul Canyon without adequate preparation; or a first soul encounter without having experienced identity dissolution (our old identity would make it impossible to receive the new); or a first metamorphosis without a first soul encounter (morph into what?); or a first enactment without having first become a vehicle for that enactment. Even on our first Descent, however, once we reach a given phase, we can also be, simultaneously, in one or more of the previous phases. We can, for instance, be undergoing ego-metamorphosis from our first soul encounter while also, at the same time, experiencing a deeper unraveling of our identity (Dissolution) — perhaps due to that very metamorphosis — and this deeper unraveling could set the stage for another soul encounter.


During a later Descent, on the other hand, we can find ourselves in any phase at any given time. Toward the end of our first Descent, we shift permanently from a cultural-role-based identity to an ecopoetic identity, and consequently, after that first Descent, we don’t need another dissolution experience before having another soul encounter or in order for our Ego to still be shape-shifting. In other words, after a first Descent, the five phases are less phase-like and more like facets or panes of experience. Once the way has been opened, any facet of a Descent can occur or intensify whenever the conditions are right, and we can experience one or more of these facets simultaneously. We now have the capacity, the Soul-infused fluency, to navigate and assimilate our encounters with the numinous. Our soulful ripening enables us to be continuously responsive to the depths.


 The Metaphor of the Cocoon


The five phases of the Descent to Soul correspond to the five developmental phases of the butterfly — in particular, from adolescent caterpillar to adult butterfly. The first phase, Preparation, is comparable to the period during which the caterpillar sheds its skin several times (“molts”), each time growing a larger and more able body — eventually becoming capable of weaving a cocoon for its own transformation (strictly speaking, for the butterfly, it’s not a cocoon, but a chrysalis that the caterpillar itself molts into). Dissolution is what happens after the caterpillar enters that cocoon — the literal dissolution of its body into an amorphous fluid, the loss of its caterpillar form and its caterpillar life.21 Soul Encounter corresponds to the awakening of what biologists call the imaginal cells that have existed all along within the caterpillar body but do not become activated until this phase. The imaginal cells have been, from the beginning, imagining the form of the adult creature, the butterfly, which biologists call the imago — hence the term “imaginal cells.” Once awakened, these cells get busy reconfiguring the elements of the former caterpillar into the shape of a butterfly. This shape-shifting work is the Metamorphosis phase. Once the butterfly body is complete, the cocoon cracks open and the butterfly first stretches its wings. This is the commencement of Enactment, which reaches fullness when the butterfly takes flight and begins its adult life of pollination and reproduction.


The caterpillar is to the butterfly as an uninitiated human Ego is to an initiated one. The imaginal cells are to the caterpillar as a Soul-infused vision is to the uninitiated Ego.


A Book of Stories


This book is filled with stories of women and men who have been through the journey of soul initiation, stories that illustrate how this spiritual adventure has transformed their lives and enhanced the well-being of their people and the larger Earth community. Because these stories arise from realms far beyond the borders of mainstream society and conventional consciousness, they can be difficult for the strategic mind to understand, or maybe hard to believe — but the mythopoetic imagination trembles in recognition. These true spiritual adventures emerge from the wellspring that is at the heart of our human relationship to the world.


To me, these stories are some of the most extraordinary ever told in the contemporary West — the kind of stories that have become exceedingly rare. Numinous stories. Initiatory sagas. Radiant stories of modern men and women entering the dreamtime, emerging with personal myths expressed in the language of ancient and timeless archetypes, and then embodying those myths in ways that engender healthy, ecocentric, life-enhancing cultures. These stories are rare and precious jewels. It’s been a singular privilege to receive them, work with them, and attempt to tell them in a manner equal to their splendor.


This book — and the work of Animas Valley Institute — would not have been possible without what my colleagues and I have learned from these contemporary people undergoing the Descent to Soul. What I offer here are field notes from four decades of guiding real people. What you’ll find in these pages is not an abstract theory about the Descent but rather a report on the common patterns (and their variations) found in the experiences of thousands of people. Each pattern is illustrated with true stories.


Carl Jung is one of the people whose story I’ve included, though I obviously didn’t work with him directly, being born a hundred years too late. But with a careful reading of his personal journal — his Red Book, which records in elaborate detail his journey of soul initiation — and his memoir, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, I was able to track Jung’s experience through the five phases of the Descent. The result is an understanding of the Red Book that contrasts in significant ways with contemporary Jungian perspectives.


I have been especially intrigued by Jung’s story for several reasons. First, unlike most of the other people in this book, he is well known. Second, his professional work can be understood as Western society’s first attempt to comprehend the very realm of human experience I’m mapping in this book. Third, he was self-guided on his Descent and, at the time, had no map to help him grasp what was happening to him or where he was going; his journey, consequently, was navigated by his own intuitions and instincts, not influenced by anyone else’s compass or map. Fourth, his entire body of work (his depth psychology) is, as he makes clear, derived from what he discovered on his Descent. Fifth, the experiences that make up his journey of soul initiation were impeccably self-documented. Sixth, Jung’s experiences readily fit the model presented in this book even though the model was developed long before I read his Red Book. And finally, I believe the model illuminates Jung’s experience better than does his own psychology. Jung had the experience of the Descent and developed a few practices that can support it, but he didn’t have a map of the terrain that would have enabled him to fully understand the Descent or to guide it.


Soul Purpose versus Social Purpose


It’s essential to emphasize, here at the start, one final distinction: Our Soul purpose is categorically different from our social or vocational purpose. This is one of the most common misunderstandings of the map presented in this book — and the most regrettable and consequential.


Soul purpose is what we’re born to accomplish in our lifetime — the numinous gift we are here to offer to the Earth community. It can be identified only in metaphoric, poetic, or mythic terms, which is why I refer to it as our mythopoetic identity. Mine, as I’ve noted, is, in part, the weaving of cocoons of transformation from psychological Adolescence to psychospiritual Adulthood.


Social or vocational purpose is an Adolescent perspective on personal meaning. It identifies us in terms of our social roles, our job descriptions, or the intended outcomes of our creative projects. Although a social or vocational perspective on purpose is necessary, appropriate, and healthy in Adolescence, it doesn’t derive from the depths of the psyche or go to the depths of the world, and it is not enough to build a full life on. Yet, tragically, in the contemporary world, it’s very rare to find anything beyond this Adolescent perspective on purpose. It can be late in life before we discover, if we ever do, that our true selves are not related to the roles we’ve played within our family or society.


Within our psyches we each have what I call “inner protectors” who, before Soul Initiation, are constantly trying to convince us that a social or vocational purpose is our raison d’être. (I describe these in “Our Inner Protectors,” pages 58–59.) They do not want us to embark on the journey of soul initiation because they know it will entail dismemberment, loss, risk, and radical change. They want us to settle. Guides and coaches who would support people in the Cocoon stage to find their purpose in the form of a social role, job, or creative project are in cahoots with those inner protectors.


After our initiation into our Soul purpose, we no longer have what might be called a middleworld purpose — a purpose defined in terms of social or vocational roles. After the life passage of Soul Initiation, there’s only a middleworld delivery system for our true purpose. Our social roles and vocational endeavors are no longer purposes; they are, rather, means to an end. Following my Soul Initiation, for example, I have occupied the roles of psychologist, vision-fast guide, author, and soulcraft facilitator, among others, but none of these roles constitute my purpose. Rather, they have been, for me, delivery systems for the weaving of cocoons.


From the perspective of our middleworld lives, the Soul is a dream. From the perspective of our Soul’s purpose, our middleworld lives are illusions or phantasms.


But our middleworld lives are not incidental to the Soul. Far from it. In fact, it’s entirely to the contrary. The healthy, mature Ego is our means for making real our Soul’s desires. This is why it’s often said there’s a love affair between the Ego and the Soul, and that when they come together in partnership, they form a Sacred Marriage. Each has what the other lacks and what the other longs for and is deeply allured by. The Soul holds the knowledge of our true, destined place in the world, of what is truly worth doing with our lives. But the Soul has no means — no head or hands — to manifest that purpose. It is the healthy, mature Ego that can construct things and accomplish things in the world. The Soul is spellbound by the Ego’s capacity to manifest. The Ego is moonstruck by the Soul’s visions and passions. The mature Ego wants, more than anything in life, to make real the dreams the Soul has been weaving since before our birth.


The central message of this book is that there is indeed a way to uncover and realize our Soul’s purpose. It is the journey of soul initiation — in particular, the Descent to Soul. And we can engage this journey in a contemporary way that does not require us to adopt, co-opt, or appropriate methods from any other culture or to first become someone we are not already. It requires no particular belief or faith, religious or otherwise, only a willingness to dive in.


In the following pages you’ll find a description of the journey — to the extent it’s possible to put into words. To truly understand the journey, however, you must embark upon it.
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