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For M, in memory of


Kιονιον Iθαχη


and


For Tom Pinkson, in memory of


The Yosemite





Preface to the Revised Edition


Returning from the Last Chance Mountains with a group of vision questers, we were presented with the news that Prentice Hall Press would accept this new, expanded edition of The Book of the Vision Quest for publication. The season is fall. The leaves of the cottonwoods are turning the bright golden glow of death. It seems entirely appropriate that winter should be almost here.


Soon the dark of the year will come. What will keep the people warm through the long, cold nights when the trees stand bare and the aching wind sows seeds of yearning to the iron earth? Some say the wheels of war will carry us back again to the Dark Ages. Others say that Armageddon is at hand. Still others, preferring to make no further effort to swim upstream, turn away from the global realities of human survival, and endlessly contemplate themselves in mediamirrors that lie, that tell them they will never grow old, that they will never want or suffer, that no matter how they treat her, the Earth will always be technicolor green. Of course, there are always the legions who say, “Follow like sheep and you will escape the slaughter.”


Here is our contribution to the survival of the people through the coming winter. Here is a fire, fueled by human hearts, ignited by dreams of human wholeness. Here is a warming flame from which light may be drawn to illuminate the cold hearths of the world.


We have been especially pleased to learn that this book has penetrated the Iron Curtain and found an audience among Soviet citizens who, like Americans, are looking for ways to revive the power of ancient rites of passage within their culture. Requests for the book have also come from Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands, South Africa, Zambia, Mexico, Honduras, New Zealand, Australia, England, and Wales. The interest of diverse peoples suggests the relevance of passage rites such as the vision quest to diverse cultures. This relevance is not surprising. The archetype is a prominent feature of the human collective unconscious.


For this revised edition we are especially grateful for the help of Wabun Marlise James, Sun Bear, and the Bear Tribe.


—Steven Foster


Meredith Little


The School of Lost Borders


Big Pine, California


1987





Second Preface


Four years have elapsed since the first printing of The Book of the Vision Quest. During this time the work has been blessed by the spirits of wind and rain, lightning and thunder. Individuals come from all over the country to participate and be trained. Many others are also doing the work. Today, there is hardly an isolated range of mountains in the American West that has not heard the voice of a modern vision quester crying for a vision.


Meredith and I continue to go with people to the “sacred mountain.” Faced by steadily increasing numbers of participants, however, we felt the necessity to go into semiretirement and to move our family to the Eastern Sierra where we currently operate a small school for individuals seeking to be trained in the ways of fasting, vision, and dream quests. Here, at the edge of the northern Mojave Desert, we keep close to our family and study at the feet of las sierras desiertas.


When Island Press changed its editorial focus, the book faced oblivion. A note from Wabun (and the Bear Tribe) expressing interest in the future of the book arrived the very day we were told by Island Press that the rights were reverting to us. We particularly want to thank Wabun and Sun Bear for agreeing to take on a second edition. We are learning to take such miracles as a matter of course. The vision is not under our control—and never was. We are but two of its many earth-appointed custodians, as are Wabun, Sun Bear, Shawnodese, the Bear Tribe, and so many others. The spirit of Mother Earth is moving in our hearts and in the world at large to get her word out. The vision quest is good for all of us—as individuals, families, communities, culture, and land. This rite of passage must be set free. It has been trapped behind culturally conditioned fears for too long. Let the river flow freely through the thirsty canyons of the modern world. There is a way to heal ourselves and our land.


With these brief remarks we want to honor the contributors to this book who subsequently became vision quest guides. They have served their people well, without a single serious injury or death. Mark Stillman, Linda Gregory, Virginia Hine, Patricia Burke, Marilyn Riley, Steve DeMartini, and Jack Crimmins—we salute you! We also want to honor those who guided Rites of Passage, Inc., in the years after we left: Jennifer Hine-Massey, Drew Pratt, Michael Bodkin, Miguel Batz, Theresa Koke, John Morris, Tim Garthwaite, Howard and Sue Lamb, Frank Burton, and others. Above all, we want to publicly express our loving gratitude to Virginia Hine, grandmother and teacher, who went on her last vision quest in January 1982.


—Steven Foster


Meredith Little


The School of Lost Borders


Big Pine, California


1984





Preface


This book is about the re-creation, in modern times, of an ancient rite of dying, passing through, and being reborn. It is also the story of the efforts of a small group of individuals to assist urban and suburban people to go into the wilderness to enact this ancient rite of passage—the vision quest.


This book is the first of its kind. It speaks with a collective voice and a single voice. It speaks not only from the local universe of individuals but from the common universe in which we all live, and in which we have lived since time began. The words are in the English language, but the expression is panhuman.


The experience of fasting alone in the wilderness of which these voices speak is the indirect outgrowth of teaching methods that I began to practice as an assistant professor in the School of Humanities at San Francisco State University during the tumultuous years of 1969-1971. Research into American mythology led me to the rites of passage of the first people of America. Other research into the roots of mythology led me to various other wilderness rites of initiation, some of them ancient, others not so ancient.


Idealistically, I envisioned a school that would perform a maieutic or “midwifely” function, Socratically preparing people in transition or crisis to enact a meaningful, symbolic rite of passage in a natural setting that formally confirmed the resolution of the crisis or passage. The classroom, a wilderness womb, would provide nourishment, learning, and preparation for reentry into the stream of human time, engendering in each candidate a personal mythic mission to serve society in some meaningful way.


The channels through which such concepts could be taught, however, did not exist within the institutional framework. I was baffled and frustrated by seemingly insurmountable obstacles. There was simply no place for the experiential study of the vision quest in the college curriculum. Not only that, but the vast majority of my colleagues had been educated and conditioned to view a course called The Vision Quest from an “academic” perspective. It was too “far out,” too idealistic, too risky, too “flaky.” In a frustrated turmoil, I left college teaching.


At that point, I went into the desert on my own search. I was stimulated by the recent appearance of a strange and powerful new book—Hyemeyohsts Storm’s Seven Arrows (1972). This man wrote in clear, urgent tones: “The Vision Quest, or perceiving quest, is the way we must begin this search. We must all follow our Vision Quest to discover ourselves, to learn how we perceive of ourselves, and to find our relationship with the world around us.”


When I returned from the desert I was lost for a while. Finally, one rainy day, I found a man—or he found me. His name was Edward L. Beggs and he was the director of a federally funded adolescent drug abuse family service agency known as (like a bolt of lightning!) Rites of Passage.


I remember the day well. I met Edward at a meeting, and afterward we walked back to our cars together and talked. Our talk continued absurdly in the rain for an hour or so, while I shivered from excitement and the cold. Later, in 1973, I went to work for Edward (and the “Feds”) at Rites of Passage, which in those days offered a variety of services to young people: therapy, counseling, education in the processes of severance from home and family, even a sex-information hotline. Much went on in the name of drug abuse treatment that was not specifically such. For three years I was paid for doing something different from what my job description prescribed.


It was at Rites of Passage that the vision quest, as we now conduct it, first began to take form. It could not have existed without the encouragement of Edward Beggs or the pioneering efforts of Robert Greenway, professor of “wilderness psychology” at Sonoma State University. Others appeared also: Tom Pinkson and Vern Muhr, the director and instructors of the Marin Open House Wilderness Project. This program, conceived by Tom to help rehabilitate junkies and speed freaks, was imaginative and courageous. Before long, an exchange of ideas and enthusiasm resulted in the creation of a vision quest wilderness rite, a formal ceremony of passage.


In 1974, I went to the Tiltill Valley of the Yosemite with a dozen other people to reenact my first naive attempts at a vision quest. This act culminated three years of seeking my own vision amid the despair and frustrations of my own life and the lives of many I lived with. I was volunteering at Suicide Prevention at the time and seeking some way to quell my deepest fears that I had nothing worthwhile to give away. I could not have known that I had actually completed a passage and that my ship had landed on the shore of a new world. Nor could I have known that my Suicide Prevention “shift partner” would become my wife and life partnersharer two years later.


Before my work in the original Rites of Passage was terminated, I had participated in a dozen vision quests, mainly involving young people on the verge of leaving home. The more involved with the concept I became, the more convinced I was that the vision for my life lay in teaching rites of passage and reintroducing ancient birth ways into the wastelands of American culture.


But the “Feds” said no. They decided, somewhere in the dim halls of the National Institute for Drug Abuse, that funds were being misappropriated on crazy stuff called “vision quests.” In June of 1976, Rites of Passage ceased to be, and I was footloose with my life myth, with no cultural socket to plug it into.


For a year I tried to ignore the vision. I was in love with Meredith, elated by my incredibly good fortune to have found her. We went to Europe and then to Greece, to a tiny village on the island of Ithaki, legendary home of Odysseus, the “wide wanderer.” Amid the romance and simple reality of life on Ithaki I almost forgot the vision quest. My love and I walked in the moonlight above the ancient village of Annoghi and, drawn by the dark and fertile sea, decided to make a baby.


Only then, when Meredith was pregnant with Selene, did we begin to face the dare that lurked in our homeland, in our old neighborhood, in our hearts. As the vision grew again with a new urgency between us, we began to feel the increasing tension between our Greek home and our Marin County home. We made plans to return and take up the vision quest work.


But how? We had just enough money to fly back and rent a house for a month. Meredith was looking like a pear. It was probably not the best time to set out on the trail of a star. We returned to America from our island of love-without-a-care, certain about what we sought, uncertain about the means to go about it.


Then the little miracles began to occur: money from unexpected sources, the realization that people were willing to pay us to prepare them for the vision quest, Edward Beggs agreeing to relinquish his rights to the use of the name, Rites of Passage, to us. His beautiful gift was followed by powerful encouragement and support from Dr. Tom Pinkson, my old vision-questing friend. Tom has since shifted much of his visionary energy to people who face life’s greatest passage: death itself.


Many friends have come to help. Some have helped materially, others spiritually. Constant through it all has been the presence of Meredith. Her insight, imagination, and labor infuse every page of this book. The rigors of our life quest have led us through the Slough of Despond to the drawbridge of the Castle of Despair, but she has borne herself calmly, courageously on.


A man who at the age of seventeen participated in that first Yosemite vision quest, a poet-teacher named Jack Crimmins, came to work with us many years ago and codirected our youth program. Now a Ph.D., he works with cancer patients and heads an organization called Dream Quest, serving the greater Los Angeles area with his own version of the quest. His life testifies to the power of the ancient processes through which he leads his “clients.”


For a long time, Virginia Hine, noted anthropologist, and Marilyn Riley, youth vision quest teacher, contributed their intelligence, energy, beauty, and unique gifts to further the work and to encourage the fruition of this book.


Other people throng to be mentioned, people who, for one reason or another, have been as the salt of the earth to this book: Derham Giuliani, Enid Larson, Louise Malfanti, Tim Garthwaite, Char Horning, Natalie Rogers, Philip and Elizabeth Little, Ron Pevny, Barbara Dean, Jan Duncan, Howard Voskuyl, Sam Wilcox, Pat Nalley, George Rideout, Del Rio, Georgia Oliva, Steve DeMartini, Wabun, Hyemeyohsts and Rocky Storm, Grandpa Eagle, Coyote, Rattlesnake, Bighorn Sheep, Kangaroo Rat, the Inyo County Mountain Rescue Unit, Keenan, Chris, Selene, Warren and Winifred Foster, and many others.


Nor should I forget to mention a man whom I know as Rolling Thunder on the Mountain, of Imlay, Nevada, who pointed up to the steep ridges of Thunder Mountain and said: “See up there? Two canyons. One is Sacred Canyon and the other is Thunder Canyon. Go up there, and don’t come back until the voices have stopped.”


—Steven Foster


Meredith Little


Forgotten Creek


Death Valley


1980
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THE QUEST
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What can be known? The unknown.


My true self runs toward a Hill.


More! O More! visible.


Now I adore my life


With the Bird, the abiding Leaf


With the Fish, the questing Snail,


And the Eye altering all;


And I dance with William Blake


For love, for Love’s sake. . . .


—Theodore Roethke, “Once More, the Round”


Many years ago, haunted by guilt, pursued by images of freedom, persistently, relentlessly believing that I had to acquire experiences at the risk of all, I left my vocation of college teaching and went into the world. Though I lived with great appetite, and seemed, even to myself, suicidally bent on my own destruction or the destruction of anyone who loved me, I found myself drawn into the land of my father’s childhood and early manhood: the vast stretches of loneliness called Nevada, and the remote, desolate regions of the desert called Mojave.


I went into the desert alone, not knowing why, searching for something I had lost, or could find: something, someone, some revelation waiting for me at the bend of the dry river bed, some face-to-face encounter with what I feared, and desired, most.


At the time I did not realize I was seeking death. That is, I was not seeking to die, but to reap the fruit of death, to reenter the womb of things, the matrix of unknowing, and to be born anew, severed from old distinctions and limitations, to induce, by sheer force of will, self-transformation.


But self-transformation is a gradual, painstaking process won at the expense of joy and sorrow, or so it has been for me. Nevertheless, certain power events, or growth events, blaze out from the background of my life. These events mark the juncture at which my restless heart touched the timeless, transforming heart of the universe. The year I spent in the desert was filled with many such events.


Was it because my mother had told me I had been conceived at Shadow Mountain, within view of the mountains of Death Valley, that I went into the desert? Was it because my childhood had been steeped in the stories of the Old Testament, the tales of the desert prophets, Moses, Isaiah, Elijah? Was it because, even when I was very small, I felt a deep affinity with the spirit of the desert? Something lured me. I responded with instinctive faith in a feeling that quickened me to the core, a shuddering, shivering, passionate feeling.


I packed an old VW bus with a few essentials, said goodbye to my children, my friends, and my life, and drove away. I headed east toward Reno, gateway to the far-flung deserts of the Great Basin. I came back, eventually, to pick up the threads of my “civilized” life, a life that had changed because I had changed.


But when I got into my car and took off down the road, I gave no thought to returning. I had reached a point where desperation overshadowed responsibilities. I could not continue living as I had been living. Something more was waiting. Surely, if I actively sought it, the answer would be revealed to me out there, in the trackless waste. I drove away with such deep excitement. I had not thought I was capable of such emotion.


What happened to me in the desert? I cannot exactly say. My lips are sealed by the inadequacy of words. I am convinced that the Great Mother eventually led me to heights and depths of being that are akin to “visionary.” But much of the time my memory only coughs up facts, events, and places. I was not prepared to understand all that came to pass. Much of the time I was bored—either having nothing in particular to do or attending to the basic needs of my own survival. Sometimes I had to deal with the consequences of my own ignorance, such as not knowing how to start a fire with wet wood, not knowing how to adequately protect myself from the cold or searing heat, or not knowing how to perform simple but critical repairs on the engine of the bus.


Though for years I had made pronouncements about “nature” to students from my egotistical ivory tower, I knew very little about the process of truly living on the land. I understood very little about the rhythms and elements of our Great Mother. The night I finally took leave of Elko and turned my face to the Ruby Mountains I realized how inadequately I had prepared myself. I trembled with fear and considered going back. What if I died out there? It might be a long time before somebody found me. What if I got lost? I would have nowhere to go, no one to come home to, no one to help me find myself. I feared insanity. I feared flash floods (though I had never seen one), rattlesnakes, tarantulas, the dark, the cold, the bad roads, car trouble, dying of thirst, and physical illness. Most of all, I feared loneliness. All my heroic myths about myself came down like the walls of Jericho when I first heard, really heard, the awesome trumpet sound of the loneliness of the wilderness—the sound of silence. Against that absence of sound I was nothing but a cipher. My ego withered, as pages of a book thrown to a fire.


How little I knew about survival, or myself, or death! Having rejected other teachings, I had unwittingly apprenticed myself to the most exacting teacher of all. But I did not understand her language. Her voice was the roaring of silence in my ears. She taught, not with words, but through my body, with light and darkness, rain and wind, snow and fire. She pierced my virgin ears with bird calls. And the words and sounds she caused me to utter were not the words of the world I knew. Some of them were cries that came from my stomach and bowels, strange to my ears, more like those of an animal: howls, moans, grunts, and growls. And the actions she taught me were animal actions, almost forgotten: eating, sleeping, eliminating, creeping, burrowing, hiding, listening. The learning of these gestures marked the beginnings of change in my life.


Is it the vulnerability of loneliness that drives us to love and to be loved? The implacable stars and the horned moon ride the night sky, leaving the ache and emptiness of another morning without love in their wake. Thus we learn to live with loneliness, to curse and accept it, to fill it with the rituals of survival. But finally loneliness would break me down into rigid insistence: My body craved, as dry leaves crave the wind, the presence of another. I would go into Winnemucca or Austin or Goldfield or Goodsprings or Lone Pine or Furnace Creek, looking for someone to talk to.


In a way, loneliness is a way of preparing for death. Once, as I drove a long, desolate stretch of highway between Wells and Ely, I overtook a young woman walking beside the road, without pack or water, twenty-five miles north of Currie. Imagining she was in trouble or needed a lift, I stopped and asked her if I could be of help.


She looked at me from a face blistered by the sun. She saw a wild-looking man, dirty, unshaven, horizons gleaming in his eyes. I saw a weary woman with a wasted longing in her eyes.


“No thanks,” she said.


Curious, I asked her what she was doing here, out in the middle of nowhere.


“Nowhere is somewhere,” she replied curtly and kept on walking.


So I drove on. Her toiling form shrank in the rear-view mirror, until she was just a speck, which then vanished. I sometimes wonder about her. She reminded me of myself. Surely she was one of those lonely, lost people learning how to die.


Many a night I spent watching unidentified lights move on the horizon. Sometimes they seemed to approach. The optical phenomenon so frightened me one night that I sat up all night by the fire, reluctant to close my eyes in sleep against the possible unknown terror the moving lights represented. Many a night I spent frightened, uncomfortable, anxious, restless, in a vague dread that calamity would befall me. Many a night I lay awake, remembering my children, my women, my family, my friends. Many a morning I awoke to the bitter taste of emptiness in my coffee, and for several days the pangs of unrequited love would keep me from food. Spasms of self-pity would come and go. Sometimes I heard the strange sound of a man crying for himself.


One early summer day in Dry Lake Valley, west of Caliente, Nevada, surely one of the most desolate regions of the earth, I ingested enough LSD for a dozen people. Reasoning that if I was to seize the fire from the altar, this was the way to do it, I entered the morning with high expectations. By noon the temperature had risen to intolerable limits, and I had no shelter but my car, which had become a furnace. At 4:00 P.M. I got into the furnace and drove all the way to Lake Mead, camping that night in the Valley of Fire. What had occurred had not included a self-transformation. I had walked several miles along a bad jeep road that only led me deeper into burning, infernal regions. A lizard slipped across my path, and I jumped a country mile. I wrote in my journal some time during the day: “If I am God, then why is God afraid of his own shadow?” I was badly sunburned and in some pain through the night. The next day God drove into Las Vegas and bought a hamburger and a chocolate malt, never to drop LSD again.


Nevertheless, I persisted in believing that eventually I would attain a vision. I sought places in the earth that were haunted by the ghosts of Native American souls, isolated springs and mountain tops, canyons crawling with rattlesnakes and cats, stone quarries where percussion flakes of obsidian, agate, and chert lay on the ground like unmelted snow for hundreds of years. I drank from the creeks of the Toiyabes and the Inyos, slept in the arroyos of the Funerals and the Paradise, climbed the ridges of the Black, Ruby, and Last Chance ranges. Everywhere my Teacher surrounded me with beauty and terror. She assailed my senses with the smell of sage, the taste of native trout, the scatter and gather of little birds. The coyote chilled me with calls that imitated the crying of my children. The rattlesnake hissed from the damp reeds. The halfrotted carcass of a wild burro grinned up at me from Crystal Spring.


I learned that Nature spoke to me when I emptied my ears of my own internal dialogue. I saw many powerful teachings, when my eyes were not distracted by my brain. I prepared my heart through fasting and attention to detail, watching by the hour as the leaves of the cottonwoods collected the solar wind. I thought every now and then about dying.


Many strange and wonderful instances of the Great Mother’s creation were revealed to me. But I never had a vision, if by “vision” is meant that which Black Elk or Jacob or St. John saw. When the time came to return to civilization, the same man returned who went forth. His Teacher had worked profound alterations in his heart, but he was the same man.


I knew more about this soul system, this cocoon. I knew I was an eye with two blind feet. My emptiness craved motion; my fire craved fuel; my ears craved the music of silence; my arms craved the rough, red earth; my feet craved miles; my thirst craved more deeply than any desert spring could satisfy. “Who are you?” the unshielded sun roared at me, tearing away the letters of my name from the being who crouched inside. The sun made me write a poem about him, tear it out of my journal, and fling it on the wasteland for the scorpion to read. He made me know myself then.


The desert, my Mother, taught me that the flash of a mockingbird’s wing was more precious than the finest sapphire. She taught me that the smell of sagebrush after a rain was more lush than the words from a poet’s mouth. Through her I came to know my belly when it was hungry, my eyes when they were wide open, my voice when it was chocked by my heart, my ears when they filled with alkali dust, my genitals when they were forgotten, my breast when it was emptied of loneliness by loneliness, my legs when they were called on for another mile.


Above all, I learned that my way would be hard; that my way would require courage, endurance, independence, and all the wits I possessed; that my way was narrow, dangerous, precise, spiraling ever upward, skirting the edge, threading the shuttle of my heart between the warp and woof of birth and death. I learned that it did not matter what others thought so long as I kept to the inner path that led to the final, ecstatic assimilation of contradiction in death; that my path was lonely, that death walked with me—he the body, I the shadow—into high noon. I learned to submit to my mortality, but never to my death.


The decision to return to civilization came suddenly one afternoon while I was in the laundromat in Elko, Nevada, the town where my quest had begun. It occurred to me, as I watched the locals and tourists do what I was doing, that I was not truly afraid of being alone anymore. In fact, I preferred it. My real problem was that I was afraid of being with people.


All at once I remembered my children. The life I had exiled myself from crashed in on me. I was overwhelmed by the reality of my situation. Aside from being a hermit, I really did not know what to do with my life. I was nearing middle age; my children were scattered; I had no mate; I had no money; I had no home.


I did have a civilized name: Steven Foster. The making of the sound of it was foreign in my mouth. The idea that the name was connected to the being who had been wandering the earth, scouring his body with sun and moon and wind, was confusing and disheartening. I wanted to remain with my spiritual ancestors, the Paiute (“water-people”), and dance the Ghost Dance. I gave myself a name: Heart in His Throat.


As my clothes whirled in the dryer, I went over all the old contradictions between Nature and civilization. Never did I abhor the latter more. But my heart, which I had come to respect, said calmly: “Go back to your life and your loved ones. Work it out there. That which you fear most is the source of ultimate revelation and power. Go and learn to live with your people.”


So I went back to live a life I was reluctant to lead, to take my place as a man in the adult world of Marin County, California. I went back to live alone, as a single male and a divorced father. It was shaky at first. It was difficult to imprison my shadow under roofs and artificial lights. I feared humans, the most dangerous of animals. I feared my own social reactions. I was self-conscious and deeply scornful of people who lived artificial lives.


Slowly the freeways claimed me. The beat of the clock parceled out my days. There was somewhere to get to, someone to see and feel emotional about, something to do or something that should be done. There were dollars to earn and an infinite number of places to spend them. Gradually, the memory of my desert life retreated, attenuated by the insistent need to survive in the wilderness of the city. I forgot to practice the lessons my Teacher had imparted: the lessons of patience, self-reliance, clear sight, and animal ease. I began to question the relevance of my wilderness education to the practical necessities of survival in a wilderness more savage than any desert.


The mother of my children needed money and my children needed their father. The rent had to be paid, the master cylinder replaced, the check-out stand endured, the feet well heeled, the body made respectable with clothing. This seemed no dark night of the soul I faced; this was an endless round of pseudoevents, a whirl of routine deadlines. For a long while my heart of hearts would not accept the idea that money had anything to do with survival. When I finally had to accept this fact, I accepted it bitterly.


Yet it was a dark night of the soul I had descended into. I pitied myself. The impregnating joys of the wilderness were gone. The sorrows of bringing forth had commenced. I was not to be granted the privilege of being taught by the Great Mother without the responsibility of carrying these teachings to others. For a long time I resented the burden. But the vision of my life began to grow, regardless, in the close, anxious darkness of despair.


Something was being born in me. The tenseness and dismay of my life were due to labor pains developing in the region of my heart and pushing upward into an aching void in my throat. My days were the placenta upon which fed the roots and tendrils of an unenvisioned dream. The uterine dream, call it a dream of destiny, kicked and stretched in the bland plasma of unuttered words, and silently mouthed.


As with any birth, death precedes release. I had to die before my mind could read the words reflected on the mirror of my heart. Exactly when I died I do not remember. It might have been one rainy afternoon when I walked out to the mailbox, only to find it empty again. It might have been the morning after another disappointing one-night stand. The actual time of death does not matter. What does matter was the fact that in dying I had to let go of the old ways of seeing myself and place my faith in the unknown.


I also had to let go of the desert, to stop being nostalgic about her silence and mystery, to let her go knowing that her mountains would always be there, exposed and impassive, waiting for pilgrims to impregnate her with human consciousness. If ever I was to regain her, fully and totally, as a man of heart, I must leave her to herself and cling to my birthing vision. If the trail led me deeper into the greedy stomach of the monster of civilization, then I would go. I would allow myself to be swallowed up, but only so as to discover how to cut my way out. I was not helpless. I was not without abilities. I could learn to love. I could learn to teach again. I could save myself.


I determined, therefore, to put in some time volunteering on the Marin Suicide Prevention and Crisis Intervention Hotline. I did so not because I believed it was immoral to commit suicide but because my heart tugged me to it. A friend had taken the time to suggest that I might benefit from doing such work. The idea appealed to me. I could cast my voice into the wasteland and from my loneliness touch another human soul with the gift of the heart in my throat.


I enrolled in the training program. How was I to know that the woman who trained me would eventually become my wife? Through her I was introduced to the first symbol of my birthing vision—the Hotline Room. It was in this room with the telephones, the red light, and the big log book, that the temper of my heart was tested, as though by fire. It was in this room, late at night or early in the morning, rubbing the weariness from my brain, that I learned to listen to the despairing voices of lonely people and the tragedy of their lives.


The Hotline Room was the last-resort center of the city. Into it poured the electrical impulses of the disembodied voices of lonely human souls in ultimate crisis. The telephone, like a synapse, plugged live voices into each other and catalyzed a human drama of love and despair. The Hotline Room was a big ear. It listened to the stories that were secret and hidden, stories about the darkness and the underside of things, stories of people who were dying and afraid.


But the ear had a voice and a myth. The voice was like a lighthouse beacon, a heartbeat in the dark, the regular, steady breath of a living organism. It sent out the reassuring myth: “We are all lonely. But life is good; it is worthwhile living it. Be here when tomorrow comes. Someday you will find love.” I did not always personally believe in this myth. Many times I would rather have said, “Go ahead and get it over with. Die and be happy.” It seemed absurd to me that suicide should be unlawful. I was not always able to love those who called, or believe that, given the difficulties they faced, they would ever find love. But there were others who challenged me to help them to see for themselves that their life was, indeed, worth living. Many reminded me of myself. I trembled inside when I talked to them. I was learning how to love.


The Hotline Room taught me many things. It taught me that hate was not the only enemy of love. So also were guilt and anger and self-pity and hypocrisy and greed and indifference and deceit and many other things. Love seemed to have more enemies than any other truth. And yet it seemed to be stronger even than death. The Hotline Room taught me to listen, to weigh, to be fair, to be patient, and yet it created an urgency in me to go deeper into this matter of loneliness, to venture another day into this wilderness of pain and sorrow and confront the monster in his lair.


One night I called Suicide Prevention myself, just to see what it felt like to be a caller, or so I told myself. Actually, I was depressed. I had been fighting with my girlfriend and was unhappy. I made up a fictitious name and acted myself. The person who spoke to me was tired, but he was patient and loving with me. He said, “If you’re ever down again, give me a call.” Did he really mean it? I think so.


Doubtless, all those who called had one thing in common: They were lonely. Living with a wife or husband in a crowded apartment building, they were lonely. The gynecologist, fearful that he was gay, was lonely. John Doe, fading out on an undisclosed number of Valium, was lonely. The eleven-year-old girl lying in bed with multiple fractures and no mother or father, was lonely. Josh, lying naked on the floor of his apartment, drunk as a skunk, cradling a shotgun in his arms, was lonely. Jane Doe, having awakened from two days and nights of semiconsciousness following a beating by her boyfriend, was lonely. The housewife, calling to say she was afraid she was battering her children, was lonely. The overweight young woman pretending to be talked out of dropping a dozen reds, who hung up and dropped them anyway, was lonely.


In the morning when our Wednesday late-night shift was over, my shift-partner-wife-to-be and I would walk into the streets of fashionable Marin County, looking into eyes. We would want to stop certain people and say, “Weren’t you the one who called Suicide Prevention last night and told us you were dying of leukemia and that your boyfriend was cheating on you?” By the light of day all seemed changed and new. Another day had dawned. It was time to start afresh. I prayed that all those people who had called me the night before would have their miracles today. But loneliness had come to dwell in the city and to stalk the night streets. Next time we came on shift, the voices called again: “No, I don’t have any friends. I’m fat and ugly. People think I’m crazy but I’m not. They just don’t like me.”


Many a night I had to drag myself to the Hotline Room, unwilling to face the challenge of another night. What was it that drew me? I was fascinated and frightened by loneliness. It seemed to me that God lived there in its cruel depths, that loneliness somehow was the soil in which sprouted the seeds of love.


“Loneliness is the teacher of giving,” says Hyemeyohsts Storm. Every time I picked up the phone there was a touching, a giving. As I came to recognize this bridging of unknowing between two souls, I began to see. I began to see what I could do, as a man, in this world where belief and myth seem to have broken down into passivity, “follow-itis,” and rabid cynicism.


The vision first took form as a decision to love people, that is, to care consciously about their loneliness, to care whether they died lonely and out of balance, to care about the fact that we are all out of balance and in imminent danger of self-annihilation. Later, as I became more relaxed and maneuverable within the driving force of that vision, I realized it was the only thing I could do, and I would do it because doing it meant I was on the trail. Even in times of great weariness and despair, on the trail, I would go to sleep and die, only to rise the next morning born anew, ready to get back on my feet and on the way.


I got back up because the desolate winds of loneliness still stirred the wildflowers growing in the springtime of my heart. Though I had often forgotten the Great Mother in the press and demand of city life, she was always with me. She continued to speak to me through rain and sun, through a patch of weeds in a back alley. She renewed me, challenged me to see my neighbors as manifestations of myself. She challenged me to look into the open wounds humanity had made on her body. She challenged me to consider how I might be a channel through whom she might heal these wounds. It was she who spoke into the telephone, when I could let her, into the ears of loneliness that called.


And so the vision came from my heart, where tears of joy and sorrow are born in the throat and hammered by language into words. The vision of my life was this:


I saw the distant peaks and barren ridges of a desert land. Above a nameless canyon, a raven cut out from the shadow of death coiled in the wind. In the canyon below was a man, his shoulder hunched against a great, unmoving wall of stone, his tin cup filling with a faint, seeping trickle of cool spring water. In such a wild, thirsty land he might have been anyone seeking to stay alive. He happened to be me.


I was in this desert place because my people and I were thirsty and had nothing to drink. I knew where this spring was, deep in the rock-bound desert, and had gone there to spoon the precious gift of life into my water jugs. But I had to work quickly, for night was falling, and I would not be able to find my way back to the others in the dark.


I saw that the desert land and the nameless canyon with its tiny seep was my heart. The water I collected in my jug was oozing tears. These tears, pure and from the Source of Life, came up from me because I was crying inwardly. Why was I crying? Because I had been given the opportunity by the Great Mother to find water and bring it back to the others, to be a water bearer.


I saw that my journey would be an inward one, into the wilderness of my heart, and a double-edged outward journey, into the wilderness of rock, sand, and water, and into the wild, tangled jungle of other people’s lives. These wildernesses, so dissimilar, yet of the same Source, were bridged, connected, and made one, when I drew water from the rock.


It was then that I began to conceive of a means by which I could share this vision with others on a more personal level than through Suicide Prevention. I had learned, through many a long night, that many of my neighbors were on the threshold, as I had been. Among these people the vision quest was created, first as a concept yearning to be born, and finally as actual practice.


In the beginning there were few who cared or understood. But these few counted for a great deal. We came together finally to enact for the first time the rite of passage we called the vision quest. It was late spring in Yosemite. It was not my beloved desert. Everything was a riot of green. I found a glacial boulder from which gushed a tiny waterfall. Beside that waterfall, for three days and nights, I fasted and cried for a vision. The waterfall spoke to me. It said: “You must look within your heart and see what you have to give to your people. Then you must go back and give it away.” I looked within and saw what I had to give away.


When I left everything behind and went into the wilderness, I did what people have done for generations in countless cultures. The process and the truth of the process are profoundly connected to the collective unconscious, of which I was but a discrete member. The force of all those who had gone before entered me, not because I was worthy, but because I was human.


This vision is not Meredith’s and my vision. It is our (all Homo sapiens) vision. In a greater sense it is a vision from the heart of our Great Mother, the same heart that in ancient times spoke from human beings of many lands and origins, including the original Asian people of America. And all of us who have followed this vision have entered a suspended time, an archetypal river of collective, unconscious knowing, a time of being alone with the Great Mother. The vision has helped us to grow, to change ourselves, to transform our life stories. Above all, the vision helped us learn to love, respect, and cherish each other, to walk in balance between the two worlds, to give away, to worship the fire in the heart of our Mother Earth who brought us into being.
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I suspect it was . . . the old story of the implacable necessity of a man having honour within his own natural spirit. A man cannot live and temper his mettle without such honour. There is deep in him a sense of the heroic quest; and our modern way of life, with its emphasis on security, its distrust of the unknown and its elevation of abstract collective values has repressed the heroic impulse to a degree that may produce the most dangerous consequences.


—Laurens van der Post, Heart of the Hunter


Imagine that your life has brought you to the courageous decision to experience a vision or fasting quest in the solitude of the wilderness. Given our cultural bias against such hardships, your decision would indeed be a heroic one. Nevertheless, it would be important for you to realize that wilderness fasts have actually been a part of human culture for many thousands of years and that untold numbers of people have vision quested as a means of celebrating or confirming a life passage.
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