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An Invitation





I believe that all humans are yearning for meaning and connection in their lives. Modern society has left us exhausted, anxious, and separated from ourselves, each other, and Nature. Ceremony is a way to reconnect to something greater, a way to create meaning, and a way to create community. Each of us descends from a culture that used ceremony, no matter where our ancestors were from, and it is time for us to reclaim this heritage.


My greatest wish is that this book will provide inspiration for you. I invite you to read it in reverence as a ceremony itself. Let the book and its magic wash over you. Create a small ritual every time you pick it up. Light a candle, close your eyes, breathe deeply, and feel the living world all around you. Feel the collected wisdom this book represents, and let it make its way into your being. Note what catches your attention and what speaks to you. This is not random; it has meaning. Your soul is speaking to you through your senses. What you see and feel as you read has profound significance. Quiet your mind so you can listen to your heart. Each time you pick up the book, something new may speak to you. Honor this wisdom and your inner knowing.


This book is for all of us. We are craving the meaning and connection that ceremony provides and have simply forgotten. Let the ideas and messages contained here guide you to remembering that you are connected—to other people, to Nature, and to the Divine.




Ceremony . . . is a process in which the human capacity for sacred feeling and reverence is given form and expression.


—Stephen Harrod Buhner















What Is Ceremony?
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Ceremony is one of the oldest “technologies” used by humans. As long as we have been living together, we have used ceremony to mark occasions, weave communities together, create meaning, facilitate transformation, and bring the Divine into our lives.


The word “ceremony” originates from the Latin term caerimonia, which means “a religious rite or worship.” This term is deeply imbued with the notion of solemnity and reverence, highlighting the sacred and ritualistic aspects of ceremonies. Over time, the meaning of ceremony has expanded beyond just religious contexts. Now, ceremonies can refer to cultural and spiritual activities and rituals as well.


Every society on Earth has used, and still uses, ceremony in some form. Historically, ceremony was incorporated into many facets of life, including marking the change of seasons, divining the best planting times and locations, guiding loved ones to the spirit world during death, transitioning young people into adulthood, and harmonizing groups before making important decisions. In our modern world, most ceremonies are confined to either the religious realm or the Big Three—Birth, Marriage, and Death.


In ceremony, we leave the everyday world behind, journeying to a sacred space for a period of time. In this sacred space, we can connect to a collective consciousness, the wisdom of our ancestors and natural elements, and our own intuition. We each carry inside us the wisdom of all humanity, though we have trouble remembering this wisdom on a daily basis. By leaving our daily worries behind and journeying outside of time and space, we can touch our inner wisdom, which creates healing, acceptance, and purpose in our lives.
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A ceremony is a series of actions taken in a specific place, with an intention, by a group or an individual. The intention, the specific location that becomes sanctified through symbols, and the awareness and focus of the participants create the conditions for transformation or healing to occur. During ceremony, we enter an altered state in which we are more receptive to new meanings, patterns, and ideas.




Ceremonies are the way we remember to remember, and by remembering, we honor the gifts of the past and use them to construct our future.


—Robin Wall Kimmerer





The ceremonies in this book invite you to enter this altered state, one you may not be familiar with. That’s okay. As you perform the ceremonies, try to remain open. You may experience new feelings, and you will begin to understand the language of symbols, the elements, and the heart, which are different from the language of words that we use every day. It may be uncomfortable at first, but trust that on some level, every ceremony you take part in with an open heart is creating meaning and change within you.


Additionally, though ceremony is performed in this earthly realm, healing or transformation can occur in other realms or levels of consciousness. Many symbols used in ceremony hold meaning across realms and can help carry messages across the boundaries between realms. You may experience wisdom or healing from your ancestors in the past or from forces unknown to you from the future. This wisdom may not be apparent to you during ceremony, and it requires a bit of openness and faith to receive, even when you cannot feel it or understand it in your conscious mind. This is the power of ceremony.


Often people ask what the difference between ceremony and ritual is. There are many definitions, but in this book, we will use “ceremony” to mean something that is performed for a specific purpose at a specific time and place, and though it may be repeated, it is never the same. It exists only once in time. Ritual is something that is performed regularly and frequently in a repeated pattern to bring awareness or mindfulness to the act. Both are important and bring meaning to our lives, but generally, ceremony is a more involved, thought-out, and elaborate act, whereas a ritual might be very small and repeated often. In addition, let’s define the difference between “a ceremony” and being “in ceremony.” A ceremony is the occasion and physical act of performing the steps included in this book. Being in ceremony is more of a mindset where you are in a state outside of everyday time and space. Another way to think about it would be to compare it to going to a church versus being in church, which is more than just the physical structure.








A note about cultural appropriation


Every traditional society used ceremony, which means you have a cultural legacy of ceremony in your lineage, whether your ancestors came from Europe, the Americas, Africa, the Caribbean, or anywhere else. That being said, there are some cultures that still actively practice ceremony and others that do not. The practices in this book are inspired by various cultures, and therefore, I ask that you acknowledge any cultural lineage that is referenced in the ceremonies. There is a very fine line between borrowing and stealing, and unfortunately, many ceremonies are often reproduced or disassembled by majority groups without respect to their cultural significance. It is natural to be inspired by cultures other than your own, but proper reverence and acknowledgment should always be given to the ideas and symbols you borrow. You can start by stating appreciation and acknowledgment for the culture from which the ceremony is inspired, similar to how many acknowledge prior inhabitants of the land that they are on. This is not enough, of course, to mitigate the harm of cultural injustices, but in this small way we recognize our inability to correct these injustices and proceed with humility. When appropriate, I have acknowledged the culture or lineage the ceremonies in this book are inspired by.










The Purpose of Ceremony





The purpose of ceremony is to create meaning, transformation, or healing.


As our world has become more secular, technological, and individual, we have lost connection to rites, to the natural world, and to other people. This loss of connection has left us feeling alone and without purpose. Ceremony can help bring meaning back into our lives, particularly during transition, and can help connect us to others and the mystery of the Divine.


By focusing your energy, thoughts, spirit, and mind into performing the acts in this book, you will create meaning from something that may otherwise lay dormant. You will create a sense of control over transitions in your life, helping you take a more active role in changes both big and small.


Ceremonies can be performed alone, but they tend to be more powerful in groups, where you have the added benefit of synchronizing each member into a unified whole, a sum greater than its parts. For each ceremony in this book, you will find a suggestion for performing the ceremony solo, in a small group, or in a larger group. You can determine the size of the group that feels right for you.




The very act of assembling is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once the individuals are assembled, their proximity generates a kind of electricity that quickly transports them to an extraordinary degree of exaltation.


—Émile Durkheim
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Taking part in group ceremonies is one of the most gratifying experiences we can have as humans. There is a reason that ceremony has lasted throughout the ages—it enriches our lives and creates a feeling of belonging. We seek this feeling at sporting events when we participate in the “wave” and at rock concerts when we sing along with the band, often coming away with a sense of extreme exaltation. Creating ceremony allows you to re-create and bring these sentiments into your everyday life.
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When we heal ourselves, we heal the world. For as the body is only as healthy as its individual cells, the world is only as healthy as its individual souls.


—Mark Nepo, The Book of Awakening





In addition to creating meaning, marking an occasion, or facilitating transformation, some other reasons to hold a ceremony include:




	
[image: ] Creating shared purpose in a group


	
[image: ] Sealing intention


	
[image: ] Connecting with the Divine


	
[image: ] Reducing stress and worry


	
[image: ] Bringing awareness to an act, event, or feeling


	
[image: ] Purifying emotions or an environment


	
[image: ] Allowing the release of what is no longer serving


	
[image: ] Initiating healing


	
[image: ] Transmitting cultural values


	
[image: ] Moving from one phase in life to another





The ceremonies that follow will help you clarify and achieve your intentions. As you read, let the ceremonies wash over you, let them speak to you. Think of them as your partner or guide in going through the ups and downs of life. There is wisdom here, wisdom that you carry inside yourself and simply need to remember. Ceremony can be your bridge, so surrender to the mystery and let it guide you.
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How to Plan and Hold a Ceremony
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Are you feeling inspired and ready to invite transformation into your life? Do you have an occasion coming up that you yearn to bring meaning to? Are you experiencing a shift in your life, and do you desire to mark it and gather inner wisdom through the change? You are ready to plan your first ceremony!


Great! Now what?


How do you go about planning it to make sure you get the result you’re hoping for?


The steps that follow are meant to guide you through a thoughtful process for creating a ceremony. Each ceremony in this book is presented as a recipe, with a list of suggested elements and step-by-step instructions. Please use them as templates or starting points and modify as feels best to you. The ceremonies are meant to inspire you to create something uniquely yours. I invite you to follow your gut. If something feels right to you, try it. Remember: All you truly need for ceremony is an open, loving intention and a symbolic act to represent the creation of meaning or transformation.


A Ceremony Planning Worksheet is included at the end of the book and can be found online at shariboyer.com.










Intention or Purpose





The most important step you can take to create the outcome you are seeking is to define the purpose of your ceremony. Be as clear and specific as possible. For example, instead of saying “to celebrate my birthday,” you could say “to honor my ancestors and community and acknowledge the abundance in my life.”


Here are some suggestions for setting a purpose or intention for your ceremony:


[image: Images] Be specific: Being very clear and specific, even narrow, in defining your purpose does two things—it helps the participants understand what you are trying to achieve, and it helps you get clarity on why you are gathering and holding a ceremony.


[image: Images] Drill down: Keep asking yourself why until you get to the real reason you are creating a ceremony. For example, you might want to host a baby shower for a friend with the purpose of “celebrating Mom and helping to prepare her for motherhood.” Why? “She is going to be a first-time mom and needs some support.” Why? “Motherhood is overwhelming and many who have done this can lend some advice.” Why? “Mom-to-be actually has many resources around her who can lend wisdom, time, tips, emotional support, and gear.” So the purpose becomes to “prepare Mom for the life-changing event of becoming a mother by calling in the wisdom and support of her community so she will feel safe and supported in her journey.”


[image: Images] Think broadly: While you are being very specific, don’t forget to consider what your ceremony can contribute to the broader ecosystem or community. It’s not all about us; it’s about the world, our environment, and our communities—think about what your ceremony can do to make the world a better place. For example, consider the difference between creating a birthday celebration that acknowledges your community and your ancestors instead of just focusing on you. Doesn’t it feel like it brings more light to the world?


[image: Images] Work backward: Think of what you want to change or be different because of your ceremony. If you did not hold your ceremony, how would things be, and how does holding your ceremony change things for the better?


[image: Images] Let your purpose be your filter: Once you have a clear purpose, it will help with all other decisions: who to invite, where to hold your ceremony, what elements to include, and who might play the different roles in the ceremony.
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Guest List





Now that you have a defined purpose, deciding who to include becomes a little bit easier. It is always less complicated to invite more people, and leaving people off the list can be challenging. Our nature and our society encourage us to include everyone we can. We are taught, “The more, the merrier.” But to be true to your purpose in your ceremony, you want to follow two guidelines:




	Include only those who will help meet your purpose.



	Exclude those who threaten your purpose (no matter how well you know them or how obligated you feel to include them).






Inviting the right guests and the correct number of participants is absolutely essential to fulfilling your purpose. In terms of size, again, refer to your purpose. Is this a house blessing? Then the house occupants are essential, and if neighborhood and community are important, inviting some neighbors may be important. Using our birthday example, since you are celebrating your community and your ancestors, including a more extensive group may allow you to connect with people representing many parts of your life, but inviting too many will feel inauthentic.










Location





Sometimes, the location will be obvious, like at a school for a graduation ceremony, while other locations will take a little bit more thought—or, more accurately, feeling. As you hold your intention in your mind, close your eyes and try to feel what would be a good location for your ceremony. Is there a place that has special meaning to you and is connected to your intention? If you are doing a house-releasing ceremony when you are leaving a home, perhaps you choose the room you spent the most time in, or the room that feels like the energetic center of the home. If you are doing a vow renewal, perhaps you choose the location where you first met or the location of your first date. For a birthday celebration, you could ask yourself, “What location represents my community or my connection to my ancestors?”


Remember to consider your group’s practical needs: Will you need chairs? Is there a plan for rain or elements? Does your location accommodate gathering before and after the ceremony? Can you create a sacred ceremony circle inside the larger space? Is the space protected from interruption?


Any location can work, and you will make the space sacred with the preparation work you do. Do not fret over location; just give it some intentional thought and feeling.
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Elements





Each of the ceremonies in this book suggests elements or ingredients you can include to create atmosphere and meaning. As you plan your ceremony, consider what elements you will include, using the suggestions as a guide. Change them to whatever speaks most to you, just like a chef would choose seasonal items and adapt a recipe to fit the needs of the occasion. The following are some common elements used in ceremonies.


[image: Images] Altar: Creating an altar with items that are significant to you and your purpose is not required but can be a vital part of creating a sacred space for your ceremony. If you decide to create an altar, place it at the center of your ceremony circle or at the front where all can view it. You can use a special textile or stand to visually mark the space. Each participant can be invited to add a personal item of meaning to the altar. Please do not think of the altar in a strictly religious sense (unless you are religious) but rather as a focal point and space for collecting items of meaning.


[image: Images] Music: Music or sound can be a crucial element for a ceremony because it can help participants leave the everyday world and enter into a meditative or trance state together. You can use prerecorded music, live percussion such as drums or rattling, or singing. There are suggested playlists in the Resources section (see here), and choosing your playlist can be one of the most fun parts of preparation. Delegating the responsibility for the playlist to someone in your life who is musically inclined can also be an excellent way to invite participation.


[image: Images] Blessing herbs or incense: Sacred herbs—such as cedar, copal, frankincense, and sage—or incense can be burned to bring focus to the sacred space and help transport participants away from their daily lives. Smoke also carries the words and prayers of the group, creating a psychological, spiritual, and physical link to other realms. You can use these herbs in their dried form or use prepared incense.


[image: Images] Representations of the four directions: The four directions—East, South, West, and North—also correspond to the four classical elements—air (East), fire (South), water (West), and earth (North). It is common to “invite” the directions and their corresponding elements to a ceremony because they guide us in our lives consciously and subconsciously. Feathers, bells, or incense can represent East/air and wisdom. A candle flame can represent South/fire and energy. A body of water or water in a cup can represent West/water and creativity. Soil or rocks can represent North/earth and groundedness.


[image: Images] Objects from nature: Nature is a powerful force and should be present in every ceremony. Even if your ceremony is held indoors, you can intentionally include elements from Nature to bring the spirit of Nature into your circle. Some suggestions include flowers, rocks, crystals, leaves, and pieces of wood or branches. When collecting items from Nature to include in your ceremony, please practice reciprocity: always ask permission from the plant or Earth, wait for an energetic response, do not take more than is needed, and express gratitude for what you receive.


[image: Images] Food: Traditional foods or food offerings can be included in the ceremony itself, either on the altar or during the blessing. Food as offering is an ancient practice, used by almost every society. Enjoying a meal together is a great way to relax and to integrate after a ceremony.


[image: Images] Poems/readings: Consider whether any particular poems or quotes will help express your intention or bring your group into coherence. There are some suggestions in the Resources section (see here).


[image: Images] Pen and paper: Many ceremonies use the practice of writing on a piece of paper and then burning or burying it to release an intention into the world. Writing down messages or images that come to you during ceremony is a great way to remember them after you have left the trance or meditative state.


[image: Images] Tea: Teas or special drinks can feature prominently in certain ceremonies; for example, Japanese tea ceremonies are a revered tradition. Your own special blend of tea or herb can be used before, during, or after a ceremony to create a feeling or connection with elements of the body and with the plant world.
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