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Something mysteriously formed,

Born before Heaven and Earth,

In the silence and the void,

Standing alone and unchanging,

Ever present and in motion.

Perhaps it is the mother of ten thousand things.

I do not know its name.

Call it Tao.

Call it great.

Being great, it flows.

It flows far away.

Having gone far, it returns.

Therefore, “Tao is great;

Heaven is great;

Earth is great;

Humanity is also great.”

These are the four great powers

Of the Universe,

And humanity is one of them.

Humans follow earth.

Earth follows heaven.

Heaven follows Tao.

Tao follows its own nature.

--Lao Tsu

(Feng & English, 1972)


An image documented in my journal from the medicine walk I took to prepare for my rite of passage clearly illustrates my state of mind prior to this wilderness experience: “I am in a thicket.”  I remember the moment distinctly—time took a deep breath as I sat down to rest, gazing up to savor the feeling of being confined within a nest of woven branches.  Ten minutes later I found myself struggling and plowing my way through a mile-long sheet of thick mountain laurel, unable to get a clear view of where I was, where I had come from, or where I was going. The nest no longer served me; as I set out on a journey for vision, it had become a cage.  


I distinctly remember the recklessness of my movements, the heavy pace and fumbling desperation. I needed to find an opening and I needed to go far away to find it. A voice inside warned that I might get lost.  I didn’t hesitate; I wanted to get lost.  Even more, I wanted to have to find my way back home.


This was the more endurable part of the severance phase for me.  The day before I was to fly to Colorado however, I found my body and my psyche unwilling to pack my bags.  I did everything but pack.  I was panicky, emotional, distressed.  I felt that if I were to pull out my luggage, I would find myself spiraling into endless preparations, as if no amount of preparation could ever be enough.  I realize now that I was clinging to comfort, structure, and familiarity—to my loved ones, my routines, my storylines.  Steven Foster speaks to this in his Book of the Vision Quest: “As the threshold time approaches, you will feel emotions akin to those with which you will ultimately face death.  The former life, which you are committed to ending, begins to look more and more desirable” (1992, p. 33).

 
On the first night of my vision fast, I dreamt that I had holed up in my tarp to get away from the elements.  Gradually my tarp became a truck-bed, the truck-bed became a living room and by the end of the dream, I had gone from fasting to indulging, from gazing at the night sky to sitting glazed in front of the television, from solitude to the coming and going of familiar faces.  The following morning, I awoke with the understanding that comfort—nurturing—is a gift in and of itself but becomes a blinder (a comforter—a blanket over the eyes) when overdone.  Adventure—stretching the limits—is also a gift, yet can over-extend and drive us off-center if overdone. The extent to which one is present in my life is the extent to which I must invite the other in.  


This insight was at the same time a teaching specific to the rhythms of my own life and a glimpse into the very nature of the vision fast as a rite of passage.   For a woman seeking to reclaim the vitality of her gifts, the power of adventure—embarking on a path of mystery and novelty; releasing preoccupation with whims and worries; deprivation as a means to discover new sources of nourishment; self-sacrifice in the face of danger to bring back treasure for my people—was like a long-handled spoon: something deep within stirred.  The adventure of the vision questing was a worthy match for the creeping dissonance of a stubbornly lingering nesting phase. As I set out for my ‘spot’, I found myself steeped in a satiating discomfort, a bareness, a wilderness beyond the opening in the thicket.


Our elder asks us as we cross the threshold, “Do you love yourself enough to listen with your heart to the other voices of yourself who are speaking” (Jospe, personal communication, 2008)?   When I finish peeling the layers, one by one, of my most dominant voices, and arrive at the core—a stillness that can only wait and listen—everything speaks.  Everything.  The canyon walls, the hummingbird, the cactus flower, the gnats, the stream, the night sky, a spider web, my loved ones, my enemies, my ancestors, my feet, my heartbeat—all sing and drip with meaning.  


“Humans follow earth,” Lao Tsu decrees. Nature will lead me back to the greatness that flows through me.  I rest in Her; I breathe Her in. Without purely human distractions, Earth is all there is (next to my chattering mind that, despite its ranting surges, consistently wound up cowering silently in the face of wildness and humbled in stunned curiosity at the foot of the unknown).  

I fill myself with the messages—the wisdom, the insights, the images, the feelings—and I test them out; I measure them against the void of a long, dark night of the soul.  My purpose circle is but a fragile ring held within a vast, secretive Universe. Tom Brown, Jr. recounts the teachings of his mentor, Grandfather: “Man living in the island of self is living but a small part of what life is all about.  Man must transcend the barriers, the prison of ego and thought, and reach the Creator.  All islands, all circles, must be bridged” (1994, p. 100).  Without food, without the company of my own species, without the familiarities of home, without the merry-go-round of distraction, I strip myself of everything I have been and known and the darkness consumes all that’s left; all but the faint glimmer of an unmistakable bridge—a ribbon of meaning—that stretches from the unfolding of an entire Cosmos to the living soul of a woman.


Yet, the truth of this moment and others like it during my time in the canyon is, as Steven Foster puts it, “bestowed on [me], not for [my] benefit but for the wellbeing of [my] people.”  So I face the greatest challenge: the responsibility of incorporation.  The loneliness of the experience generates great excitement around returning to the arms of my people and my place.  But the return is bittersweet.    


A few days after we emerge from the canyon, I spend an afternoon resting and reflecting in an open prairie in Colorado.  It is a violently windy day and within the course of an hour I discover two fresh baby robin carcasses—blown from their nest and left to shrivel in the sun.  Still immersed in symbolic perception, I shrink from the possible messages here.  All my visions reside in a mortal body.  And what of the possibility that my attempts to see my gifts into the world die before they find the strength to take flight, battered by the tumult of a world prone to violence?  Beneath the simmering anxiety however, and the preoccupation with my human fears, I find my spirit resting gracefully in an undeniable truth—in my presence of mind and soulful awareness, I was chosen by these precious little beings, to witness their most courageous moment, and their return to the earth. 
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