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PASSAGE TO

POROS



“On the beguiling island of Poros, Ed Tick combines his love for the people and culture of modern Greece with the wisdom, mythology, and healing practices of the ancients. On Poseidon’s island, we encounter mythical heroes, renowned artists, local personalities, refugees, an array of expats, and American veterans, all of whom have come to appreciate the value of philoxenia (hospitality) found in this magical place. As I read this book, I was transported to Poros, with its kali aura (beautiful air), serene waters, and magnificent sleeping goddess. This is a book that feeds the soul.”

PETER MEINECK, PH.D., ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF
CLASSICS IN THE MODERN WORLD, NEW YORK UNIVERSITY

“Ed Tick rebirths an ancient fountain of healing and life in this book. Having spent every summer on this island since 1974, it is wholesome to experience Poros through his eyes. He brings healing not only to the reader but also to the land itself.”

LINDY MCMULLIN, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF PSYCHOLOGY PROGRAMS
AT THE HELLENIC AMERICAN UNIVERSITY

“This book is like the psychological tales of the travels of the winds from classical mythology as they surf over the tiny island of Poros, sift through particular pines, strike the ancient rocks of time, and finally gather at the mouth of the cave of Poseidon, who continues to speak—in this case, personally to Tick, and through him, to all of us. We should listen.”

STEVEN B. KATZ, PH.D., PEARCE PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF PROFESSIONAL
COMMUNICATION AND ENGLISH AT CLEMSON UNIVERSITY

“Healers and storytellers, Homer assures us, are always welcome. There is no better or more urgent time to welcome Ed Tick, compassionate healer and inspired storyteller, into your life. In Passage to Poros, Tick takes us on a transformative journey, offering us asylum from a crazed world and entry into inner healing and peace. Part travel guide, part memoir, part poetic commentary, and part spiritual meditation—every chapter is a pilgrimage, a journey of soul. This book is a paean to sanctuary.”

ROBERT EMMET MEAGHER, AUTHOR OF HERAKLES GONE MAD,
KILLING FROM THE INSIDE OUT, AND WAR AND MORAL INJURY

“This is the story of love for the island of Poros, love for the people, and love for the past, present, and future. Ed Tick invites us into the world of myths and archetypes that bring new light to our modern hardships, giving them roots and the wisdom of the eternal. With modesty and generosity, the author shares his insights and feelings with the reader, opening a door to a new dimension of the invisible world of symbols and imagination that heals our souls.”

NATALIA PAVLIKOVA, JUNGIAN ANALYST AND PREVIOUS PRESIDENT OF
THE RUSSIAN SOCIETY FOR ANALYTICAL PSYCHOLOGY

“In Poros, Ed Tick found a home, and in Greece, he summoned Psykhe from her ancient Olympian home into our modern lives through Western medicine, psychiatry, and psychology.”

IKHLAS GRACE AKRA, M.D., HOLISTIC NATUROPATHIC PSYCHIATRIST
IN THE ANCIENT HIPPOCRATIC TRADITION AND
FOUNDER OF ABATON BELIZE

“Ed Tick writes with a breadth of scholarship, depth of soul, and love. Reading Passage to Poros is like reading a love poem to Poros and to the archetypal ground of our human imagination.”

ROGER BROOKE, PH.D., ABPP, PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF
PSYCHOLOGY AT DUQUESNE UNIVERSITY

“A spiritual book that revives myth in the heart of the present, reminding us that we need a safe place to seek refuge and reconnect with the universal soul.”

GIANLUCA CINELLI, EDITOR OF CLOSE ENCOUNTERS IN WAR JOURNAL

“Edward Tick constructs a sublime, colorful mosaic. A precious reminder of the authentic wisdom of the ancients: how we can draw it into the present, restore it in our own lives, and preserve and protect it.”

SUSAN RABY-DUNNE, MILITARY HISTORIAN,
VETERANS’ ADVOCATE, AND AUTHOR
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dedicated to the spirituality and
people of the island of Poros—
from ancient times to the present—
and the memory of Giorgos Dimitriadis,
holy man and friend to all



Glad is the soul that sees the mysteries of the gods.

EURIPIDES, BAKKHAI






FOREWORD

RHAPSODY ON A THEME OF PILGRIMAGE


Phil Cousineau


Seek the depths—or else.

SAUL BELLOW, HENDERSON THE RAIN KING




If an island had the power to write its own autobiography, it would render a story similar to the one that Ed Tick has conjured up in his marvelous new book, Passage to Poros. His innovative work is based on thirty-eight years of visits to the Greek island, a revered pilgrimage site due to its healing powers and capacity to induce a kind of creative reverie in the artists, writers, and photographers who have sailed there.

Tick’s writing is rhapsodic in every sense of the lapidary word, which has loamy roots that reach down and back to the Greek rhapsode. Originally, the ecstatic word referred to a wandering oral storyteller, one who ventured from town to town, palace to palace, performing by heart the verses of epic poets such as Homer and Hesiod. Our word rhapsody reflects the sense of being transported by euphoric expressions in all the arts, from epic poetry to art, music, and sculpture. These qualities also describe the emotional effect and celebratory nature of the author’s narrative.

Celebration certainly conveys the overall mood of Passage to Poros, but the work reaches for more than the kind of cultural flattery found in so much travel writing. Instead, I found that Ed Tick’s ambition is closer to one of his literary lions, George Seferis, the Greek winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature, in 1963, who invented the enormously useful term mythistorema in the belief that we all live in a mythic history. The poet’s clever neologism links the two commonly opposed worlds of myth and history, and in its unique way resolves the tension between them.

The seeming paradox of mythic history may be heresy to the literal-minded reader but does bring us close to the ancient Greek sensibility that the world is surrounded by what the art critic Alexander Eliot colorfully called the “mythosphere.” By this Eliot meant that the air we breathe is made up of sacred stories that are as real to the soul as the so-called facts of history are to the mind. During my reading of Passage, I was reminded of Mary Shelley’s observation that her literary invention of Frankenstein was more real than truth. For J. R. R. Tolkien, “myth equals a truth that cannot be explained by fact . . . the sacramental nature of life.”

In turn, Seferis’s insight about the inextricably connected sources of wisdom is a reminder that the mythic imagination is worthy of our reverence, a conviction that Tick builds on in a marvel-filled memoir because he, too, is in search of both and truth about the human adventure. He finds that they are as intertwined as the serpent on Hermes’s caduceus.

To tell his tale, Tick honors the original meaning of Poros itself, passage or resource, by deftly weaving together the island’s recorded history with his own ruminations about its ancient folk traditions, mythologies, and healing rituals. Lest the narrative become too romantic, these scintillating passages are balanced by the inclusion of elegiac observations about the rapidly disappearing customs on Poros caused by the threat of the tenacles of tourism and climate change that are strangling so many of the Old-World sites we claim to love. His musings serve as a powerful buildup for the last section of the book that focuses on the therapeutic techniques he has developed to help heal veteran and non-veteran travelers who sometimes accompany him to the island because they are suffering from an ongoing “war in the soul.”

The cumulative effect makes Passage to Poros a feat of literary pilgrimage. As I wrote in The Art of Pilgrimage, the ancient act of traveling to sacred sites can be spirituality transformative—if performed with genuine intention and attention. Traditionally, tourism simply refers to the basic act of visiting a famous place, then going home. But there is no promise or expectation of returning changed. In dramatic contrast, pilgrimage is the trip you can’t not take because it offers the possibility of transformation. The double negative is necessary to describe the profound need to respond to the call of the soul at one of life’s crossroads.

Passage to Poros is proof of the healing forces at work in a bona fide pilgrimage for people in a midlife crisis, suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, or in spiritual hunger. His account is tripartite: part travelogue, in the spirit of the first century geographer Pausanias, often regarded as the world’s first travel writer; part memoir, in the style of Henry Miller and Nikos Kazantzakis; and part nekyia, a descent into the dark night of the soul, reminiscent of Mark and Kurt Vonnegut’s haunting account, The Eden Express.

With a touching vulnerability, Tick reveals how he embarked on the American version of the Grand Tour in the mid-1980s, on an early-midlife journey to the ancient world in search of its timeless wisdom, or at least for an exciting adventure. But when he arrived in the Aegean, he didn’t step off the ferry as an earnest and callow backpacker. Instead, Tick admits he was “in a solemn and pensive mood, facing midlife storms and challenges, seeking direction.”

This is what I think of as the pilgrim mood.

At first, Tick was struck by the rich vein of local culture but was eventually moved by his encounters with the modern version of what Homer described as filoxenia, the “love of strangers,” in effect, the art of Greek hospitality. While reading about his many colorful examples of local friendliness and generosity, I was struck by the irony that we have inherited half of the venerable custom, a twisted version, as evidenced in xenophobia, the hatred or fear of strangers.

In such curious ways do we learn life lessons from the ancients. This helps restore gifts of humanism that we moderns have nearly lost.

What I find most unique about Ed Tick’s book is the way he smoothly incorporates his practice of transformational travel to augment his work as a “transformational psychotherapist” with the seekers who join him on the island. What made this possible was that he had unwittingly landed on an island that was drenched in beauty and romance, but also steeped in the ancient rite of asylia, or sanctuary, that had offered “inviolable safety” for the last three thousand years. And like so many pilgrims before him, Tick found sanctuary for his own passage, his own rebirth.

Passage to Poros is exactly that, a book of transitions, a kind of portal to another time, Kairos not Chronos, another place, not utopia (literally “no-place”), nor a paradise, but a refugee’s sanctuary. The mythosphere around the island has made it an ideal writer’s retreat, a healing zone, and a place to pause and reconsider your life . . . if the visitor learns to see with the eyes of the heart.

I find Tick’s own description of the purpose of the book to be trustworthy. He describes it as “a testament and guidebook for the generous pilgrim who is feeling hunger for a soul-stirring adventure.” This is not a humblebrag but an honest self-assessment. His Passage is an effective plunge into the origins of one humble but vital corner of Greek civilization, what he calls “enduring Greece,” as well as a tumble into his own troubled soul. This qualifies him as the quintessential “wounded healer,” which makes the last section of the book that much more compelling. The presence of the island itself, he reveals, has its own wily wisdom, and has helped heal him and many of the seekers he takes there on pilgrimage.

Beyond the extraordinary, I was moved by Tick’s vivid vignette of one of his ordinary days on the island. Gradually, as in an engaging play or movie, we see him transform over the course of his three-plus decades on Poros through simple meetings in the local kafenia, or coffeehouses, talking, joking, philosophizing with the colorful locals. Reading the book, I thought of the veteran travel writer Tim Cahill’s insight that the finest thing we meet in our travels is the friends we make: “A journey is best measured in friends, rather than miles.” Watching Tick make time to make friends reveals Poros’s power to offer a “passage” through space but in time, from the mundane to the numinous.

As often happens with big-hearted travelers, Ed Tick reveals how he went to Greece to learn about its esoteric side, its mythology and ancient rites, but ended up finding more than he asked for, notably many of the healing tools the modern world has forgotten about. And in the venerable tradition of mythic heroes everywhere he has not hoarded those tools but passed them on to us for what they are: gifts, boons, treasures.

For the probing reader, this book is an opportunity, in the mythic sense, a word rooted in Portunus, the Roman god of harbors, whom sailors importuned to receive the blessing of soft breezes, calm seas, and safe landings.

In a world where travel has transmogrified into greedy, narcissistic, disrespectful tourism, Passage to Poros reveals that we have a chance to move around the world in the pilgrim mood. Soulful, curious, reverential, and beaming with gratitude. And like pilgrims everywhere, we can leave gifts behind us when we leave and bring back boons when we return home.

Transformed into our better selves.

PHIL COUSINEAU is a freelance writer, filmmaker, independent scholar, and writing consultant, who lectures around the world on a wide range of topics from mythology, film, and writing to beauty, travel, sports, and creativity. He has more than thirty documentary film credits, including The Hero’s Journey: The Life and Work of Joseph Campbell and Forever Activists: Stories from the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. His forty published books include The Art of Pilgrimage, Once and Future Myths, The Blue Museum, The Lost Notebooks of Sisyphus, Who Stole the Arms of the Venus de Milo? His latest work is Moonlight Over the Parthenon: Poems In and Out of Greece. Cousineau has been leading art and myth tours and writing retreats to Greece since 1993. He lives with his family on Telegraph Hill in San Francisco.




Author’s Note to the Reader

All stories and full names reported herein are real and used with permission. Single first names are used to protect the person’s anonymity. Where possible and not awkward, spellings and close approximations of Greek names, places, and concepts are used to facilitate readers’ immersion.
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Homeric Hymn to Poseidon
Anon., ca. 800 BCE

A New Translation




I call you Poseidon, great god, invisible,

Earth embracing and ever moving,

Founder and Protector,

Lord of the deep and true.

Your task is double, Earthshaker honored by the gods,

To be tamer of horses and savior of ships.

Hail, Poseidon, Earth-cupping, dark-maned.

O blessed One, be kindhearted to all of us who sail your wide waters.
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INTRODUCTION

PASSAGE TO THE PAST


Pilgrimage—travel on long, distant, and demanding adventures to sacred sites that deepen the soul, bring wisdom, and heal wounds—has been a spiritual practice for millennia. Asylum—seeking a place of holiness and inviolable safety—has likewise been an ancient and sacred practice afforded those in distress. For three thousand years, to this day and for transformations achieved by modern pilgrims, including me, the small Greek island of Poros has been a site of pilgrimage and asylum.

Passage to Poros: In the Sanctuary of the Sea God guides you on a pilgrimage of discovery, healing, wisdom, living community, myth, and divine presence. We track a journey that stretches over millennia from mythic and ancient times to the present. This journey is to discover and restore asylia, the original meaning and practice of sanctuary that provides safety, inspiration, and belonging, and facilitates transformational healing and connections to the divine, on a small and humble island.

Poros is an island of only twelve square miles merely a one-and-a-quarter-hour hydrofoil ride from Athens’s port of Piraeus. It has a rich and ancient mythology and history largely unknown by visitors and even many residents alike. It is full of marvels, mystery, and stories historical, modern, and inclusive of this author’s thirty-eight years of visits and healing work there. Its small permanent population of less than four thousand contains some of the warmest, kindest, and most upright inhabitants of our planet. As Giorgos Dimitriadis, owner of Taverna Sti Rota on Poros’s waterfront, said, “We are still a small village maintaining real community even though surrounded by modernity and drenched in tourism.” Fay Sokaris, a Greek American woman from Boston whose family was originally from Ikaria, has traveled all over Greece for decades. She declares, “Poros people are the warmest, kindest, most welcoming I have met anywhere. Many places practice filoxenia, guest-friendship. But on Poros their hearts are big, and it is real.”

[image: Fig. I.1. The view of Poros town along the waterfront where fishing boats and yachts dock.]

Fig. I.1. The view of Poros town along the waterfront where fishing boats and yachts dock.

PHOTOGRAPH BY TASOS RODIS

Today Poros serves primarily as a short stop on a rapid daylong cruise in the Saronic Gulf, a weekend getaway for Athenians, or a second home or vacation destination for the sun-hungry and affluent. Its true character remains largely unknown. Aside from its common mention in travel guides, only a few books in English—most out of print—mention or have been written about this little-known gem of the Saronic Gulf.

I have been traveling to Poros since 1987 and leading pilgrimage there since 1995. Passage to Poros explores the history, people, culture, mythology, literature, and sacred sites of Poros. It documents my decades of healing work guiding pilgrimage there, and my own life-transforming and soul-awakening relationship with this island over almost four decades. We immerse on Poros by exploring its three-millennia-old history and its contemporary village life and characters. We hear its impact on Nobel Prize–winning poet George Seferis whose hermitage island it was, as well as Marc Chagall, Lucien Freud, and other artists and writers who retreated here. We demonstrate cultural and mythological immersion as spiritual pilgrimage, learning how visitors are changed in body and soul, identities, values and faith, on this island. And we witness three decades of dream healing in the ancient Asklepian tradition that I have led on and near this island.

As Phil Cousineau has written, pilgrimage is “a transformative journey to a sacred center . . . a journey to a holy site . . . or a natural setting . . . or to a revered temple. . . . To people the world over, pilgrimage is a spiritual exercise, an act of devotion, . . . always a journey of risk and renewal.”1 Through this immersion in everything Poros, the reader may experience spiritual pilgrimage. This is a testament and guidebook for those who hunger for soul-stirring adventure, travel as pilgrimage, and deep immersion into the roots of our civilization and souls.

There are countless books published about ancient and modern Greece and a plethora of Greek travel guides with hotel, restaurant, shopping, and site guidance. Many guides include Poros in the cluster of Saronic Gulf islands; it is a popular stop for tourist-laden sightseeing ships and vacationers for a few hours. But there have only been a few books in English that explore the character, spirit, and offerings of this island.

The play and movie Shirley Valentine has become a modern myth. Through one woman’s story it reveals and replicates the life stories of countless modern women. Too often, marriage, family, and workplace become confinements where the authentic self, with its passions and creative gifts, becomes trapped and the love relationship meant to awaken, support, and bless us becomes a prison cell. Joan, one of my many travelers here, adopted the name Shirley to remind her of her inner longings and help her emerge from unhappy confinement.

These patterns are not new or contemporary, but archetypal. What patterns and role models are portrayed in the unhappy, conflictual marriage of Zeus and Hera or the endless philandering of gods and punishing rages of goddesses? Disloyal, dysfunctional relationships are paraded and dramatized throughout Greek mythology and the Bible, the foundational texts of Western civilization. And likewise, we are told of transformational journeys of all kinds and pilgrimages and relocations to sacred and safe sites. During these journeys, we identify our personal life stories with the myths. This is one psycho-spiritual practice in which we recognize the archetypal, eternal dynamics in the story we are living. When we identify the archetypes, the god-powers that are active in us, we can give them new positive shape and direction. We take more charge of the myth that is living through us.

Anne Ibbotson, from the United Kingdom, published Coming Slowly: A Kaleidoscope of Life on, and Around, the Greek Island of Poros in 2006. Her book is a Shirley Valentine–type memoir of encounters with Poros’s people and places when, as a young woman, she found refuge from the stresses of modern life and identity crises of adulthood. Spending most of her adult life on Poros, she concludes, “I hope you will . . . see the charm and understand something of the magic of this tiny island. . . . I came, fell in love with it and made a life here, and it has been, and still is, one of the best decisions of my life.”2

Peter S. Gray was an American journalist, novelist, and philosopher. He lived on Poros from 1930 to 1932, and 1937 to 1939. In 1942, he published People of Poros: A Portrait of a Greek Island Village, a memoir of his encounters and relationships with the residents of the island, and its customs, culture, and way of life during the 1930s. He presented everyday people, their daily lives, working to eat and survive from one challenge to the next, the fears, stresses, and drastic changes visiting them with the approach of World War II, and the philosophy and humanity of simple islanders.

It is well-recorded in World War II history that early in the conflict Greece repulsed the nearly overpowering Italian invasion. This miraculous success helped delay the German advances elsewhere so the Allied powers could regroup and prepare their defenses and strategies. It was instrumental in contributing to the eventual Allied victory.

Yannis Maniatis is a retired high-ranking naval officer and now the devoted director of Poros’s Hatzopouleios Public Library. Yannis explains that because Gray’s book was published in English in 1942 during the war, though about a humble island, “it helped people the world over to understand the importance of Greece and its soul. It helped maintain a positive world image of Greece during these darkest of times.” Yannis found the book when he was stationed as an officer at the United State naval base at Quantico Bay, Virginia, in 1984 for advanced training. The book was so rare that the Library of Congress let him examine but not photocopy it. His base librarian located and borrowed a copy, and he photocopied the entire book. He translated it into Greek as Oi Poriotes Sto Nisi Tous (The Poriotes of our island).3 It was published in 2002 and Yannis went to great lengths to identify the actual people presented in the text.

The poet George Seferis won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1963. He used Poros as his writing refuge and retreat immediately after World War II. Many of his poems originate from or comment on this island where he found “a fisherman’s chat” to be more authentic than the modern chatter of urban or intellectual environments. The American writer Henry Miller was a friend of Seferis and spent time on this and other regional islands. He mentioned his impressions of Poros in The Colossus of Maroussi, an account of his long pilgrimage through Greece with Seferis, Lawrence Durrell, the writer, editor, and intellectual George Katsambalis who was Miller’s “Colossus,” and other writers of the era. Seferis and Miller both affirmed, and I attest to the same in chats with fisherfolk, the laundryman, a retired postman, artists and refugees, and countless others who find asylum here. There is a serene belonging and presence on Poros like no other. We will hear of galini.

Our Western concept of the soul first awakened in Greece over 2,400 years ago with Sokrates and the so-called Greek miracle. But millennia earlier, the region was inhabited and suffused with spiritual beliefs and practices. For thousands of years here and throughout the ancient world, people sought oracles, visions, dreams, and had experiences that put them in touch with primal and cosmic powers that over time became their gods and goddesses, the personifications, carriers, and embodied imagery of these powers. As a result, since ancient times small Greece has been a magnet for the soul and has given birth to countless famous and little-known books of immersion, pilgrimage, and spiritual encounter. From Homer’s Odyssey and Pausanias’s first travel guide written around the second century, through Lawrence Durrell’s Prospero’s Cell written about the island of Corfu and Henry Miller’s Colossus, retreat for cultural and spiritual restoration has been a practice as old as civilization and Greece itself.

It continues to this day. I first wrote about Poros three decades ago.4 Pamela Jane Rogers is an American expatriate artist who has lived and worked on Poros for thirty years, painting more than a thousand canvases in several mediums, studying the penetrating light, colors, and textures here.5 She too is replicating an ancient tradition of the traveling artist finding and rendering her soul space in glorious colors while adding her name and work to the island’s legacy. The Greek American translator and poet Kimon Friar and American poet James Merrill resided here. Marc Chagall, Lucien Freud, John Craxton, and other artists over the last three centuries retreated here, and their art was transformed. Travelers seeking such immersive experience can find Poros to be a welcoming portal through which we cross from the mundane to the divine, the temporal to the eternal. As Pamela said, Poros is “an entrance into the real, ancient, and enduring Greece.”

Passage to Poros is a spiritual, mythological, literary, cultural, historical, and psychological pilgrimage, an immersion in the sacred dimensions of the island, and a guidebook for modern travelers and those seeking to penetrate the spiritual dimensions of travel, here and everywhere.

Crossing the Strait


Let us feel that where the heart is,

There the muses, there the gods sojourn . . .

RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “INTELLECT”




Always seeking spiritual guidance and growth and more comprehensive dimensions of healing, always hungry to penetrate the invisible and discover the marvelous in the everyday, I have been studying the Greek tradition as a living entity almost my entire life. I have studied its literature and mythology since childhood, embracing its wisdom for life guidance, devouring its myths for identification, emulation, warning. I have had countless dreams with mythic figures, images, themes that challenge and guide my own growth. For four decades I have traveled all over Greece and had life-changing experiences. Since 1995 and to this day I lead pilgrimage and practice radical ritual modeled on Asklepian and other ancient Greek practices for healing, psycho-spiritual growth, and wisdom that are rare in our modern world but accessible and can be achieved in both well-known and remote sites all over the country. For decades I have used Poros as my base.

I guide people as pilgrims seeking and experiencing life-transforming dreams, visions, and synchronistic events that are beyond rational explanation. Yet they are comprehensible and useable as they reveal in our times and lives ancient and eternal, archetypal, and mythic dimensions of existence—the place the soul lives. The natural and cosmic powers that were once personified as gods and goddesses and known in myths and oracles are still alive and accessible. They are the forces of the universe; they are what is. The American writer Henry Miller experienced, during his pilgrimage here, that “the curtain had been lifted on a world which had never really perished but which had rolled away like a cloud and was preserving itself intact, inviolate, until the day when . . . [we] would summon it back to life again.”6

As I have written elsewhere, I call the ancient personifications known as gods and goddesses the god-powers. They are embodiments, images, and versions of the archetypes that are eternal in the personal, cultural, and collective unconscious. We can invoke them to achieve “experiences akin to the ancients.”7 As Plato and Carl Jung both indicated, the “forms” or archetypes are living forces. They have been buried and dried out in our postmodern, materialistic, hyperrational, and violent world. “Archetypes are like riverbeds,” Jung wrote, “which dry up when the water deserts them.” We must water them again and well to restore our psyches, and the longer they flowed in a place the more readily they can return.8 Immersion in living mythology, especially in its homeland, can provide this.

When we immerse in the “spirit of place,” meet its long-time residents, drench in its mythology, pay attention to our dreams and synchronistic events, we awaken not only ourselves. As Prof. Roger Brooke explains, we are no longer in physical but “in psychological space. . . . The space around is not merely geometric space; it is indeed a place that carries history, imagination, and psyche.” We enter “the soul of the place.”9

Numerous numinous events unfolded for me around Greece and on Poros, an island in ancient times whose god was Poseidon and under whose protection asylia, inviolable sanctuary, was practiced. These events on Poros and other sites impelled me to explore, develop, and use mystery and healing practices modeled on the ancients, and apply them in my own life and those of my patients and students for contacting the Self within, the core soul that wants rediscovery, exposure, expression, and healing. The soul wants us to live its life. Or, as George Seferis wrote, there is a soul that fights to become yours.

In our modern times and society, I am identified as an archetypal or transformational psychotherapist. However, my identification has passed beyond these modern iterations to embrace the archaic Greek roles of therapeut, moirarchos, Asklepiad, and didaskalos.10 A therapeut is a servant of the god-power who channels its energies to those in need of healing. A moirarchos is one who guides us toward our destinies. An Asklepiad is a doctor or practitioner who has been initiated in the ancient tradition of the healing god Asklepios and the use of dream incubation for channeling transpersonal messages and energies. A didaskalos is a wandering, itinerant teacher who does not have a “job”—a permanent position—but meets, guides, explores in the agora, the open public spaces. Sokrates is our prime model.

Immersion in the ancient Greek world allows these depths of experience and awareness. It is as Plato and Hippocrates taught—we grow from the core soul upward to the heart and mind and outward to the body; and Sokrates—we must not neglect the wants of our souls; and Hippocrates—“All illnesses begin in the soul and end in the body.” In our spiritually starving and stress-filled modern world, people have lost these vital connections and often try to restore or induce them using alcohol (“spirits”), drugs, and medications. But we can naturally achieve intuitive, imaginal, and altered states or transpersonal experiences that lead us back to our authentic selves and destinies. This is a core quality of living well that is neglected by our modern world. Without it we suffer in emptiness and despair and descend into soul sickness, wounding, and loss.

Poseidon, Asklepios, Athena; the hero Theseus and his tragic son Hippolytos; the Persian invasions and defeats; the Mycenean warrior culture and its powers; spiritual practices at least three thousand years old; nymphs and mountain spirits; Dionysos and Persephone exploding in the land and people; the nearby citadel of Agamemnon, commander of the Greeks at Troy; the Muses and stories bursting as if just experienced; the marketplace of today replicating the ancient agora; the Taverna in the Wake and others where philosophers and refugees gather as they did at Simon the Sandal Maker’s shop in ancient Athens; the wise beggar Diogenes; the angry rebel Demosthenes and other personages of the past; the presence of St. George and his determination; Panagia, Mother Mary and her compassion—all these are alive. They are revealed in dreams and uncanny experiences and encounters, and they live in the people of the region. These are of the soul, the deeper invisible ecology of Poros.

This reawakening of the ancient is not only happening on Poros and through my small work. The religion of the Twelve Olympians has been surreptitiously practiced in northern Greece for generations. Some people believe in literal gods and sacred fires burn at the base of Mt. Olympus today. After a sixteen-hundred-year silence, the religion of the Olympians was legalized in 2017. Elsewhere around Greece modern therapists and artists are reviving mystery practices of Dionysos, Orpheus, Eleusis, and others. One colleague is a nurse by day and priest of Poseidon by night. Others revive Dionysian ecstatic dancing. Still others use ancient tragedy as modern mythic psychodrama. Professors and geophysicists scientifically research the natural healing energies of some of the ancient sites. A therapist is teaching Asklepian self-healing. A leading medical doctor and professor uses Pythagorean principles for healing modern stress. A pioneering orthomolecular physician affirms that the soma takes its directions from the soul and is researching how this happens on the cellular level. Taken together we are mining the ancient ways to make them accessible, marry them to modern science, and provide missing ingredients for soul healing and spiritual growth for individuals and our suffering modern world.

In indisputable and nearly unbelievable ways, in that which Freud called “the uncanny” but did not understand or experience, Poros became retreat, sanctuary, asylum, temple, incubation, and healing chamber where I could help others achieve, and myself have, “experiences akin to the ancients.” Poros became the thin mouth of the great funnel through which the ancient Greek world pours through.

From the Ancient to the Modern World

Poros. A dead poet first brought me here. A giant sea turtle met me here. Pilgrims and refugees find sanctuary here. Forgotten god-powers gift dreams and visions here that have guided healing for many and for me. These meetings and numinous experiences led me to new directions for soul growth and healing. I felt sent home to seek and develop them, then bade to return again and again.

Poros is small. It is a limestone island emerging from the Saronic Gulf, thirty-six miles southwest of Athens. It lies just two hundred meters off the eastern Peloponnese coast. To get there, travelers must arrive by sea from the port of Piraeus or the other Saronic islands, or on their own boats or yachts. Or they must travel by land along the eastern Peloponnesos and cross the strait of glistening azure waters from the gleaming village of Galatas on the mainland opposite.

The island wears as its quiet glory two humble jewels. One is the Monastery of Zoodogos Pigi, the Virgin of the Life-giving Spring. It is snuggled into a pine- and cypress-treed bayside, thriving after three centuries, and a long-time center of asylum. The second is the once grand but long-abandoned Sanctuary of Poseidon, god of the sea, lying in its own mountaintop ruins and carpeted with wildflowers, gnarled old olive trees, and wind-twisted pines. Black-and-white images run through the text to connect you with this island, and a color insert is included to help you immerse yourself in this place.

Poros means both “passage” and “resource” in ancient Greek. On the concrete level, the island’s name refers to the deep and narrow strait of water separating it from the mainland. It provides safe passage and harbor for the crowded tour ships and private yachts that regularly put in today and feed its contemporary economy now dependent on tourism. Its small harbor town, also called Poros, provides a refuge from modern life as a restful and scenic recreational escape for international travelers and weary Greeks who fill its tavernas and hotels on weekends and holidays.

[image: The view of Poros town from the Galatas side.]

Fig. I.2. The view of Poros town from the Galatas side.

PHOTOGRAPH BY TASOS RODIS

Yet for those who seek it Poros can be a spiritual sanctuary and place of refuge from our speed-drunk, stress-filled, materialistic, competitive, alienating, and threatening modern world. The small island can provide passage into a living village and between our visible everyday world and the psycho-spiritual and mythic dimensions, the invisible realms of which we are all a part but hardly aware. It can help reveal our small but significant places in the chain of history and tapestry of the cosmos. Poros offers itself, in Athenian poet Giorgos Kanabos’s words, as o kipo tis Theas, “a garden of God,”11 in which the world-weary wanderer is drenched in beauty, serenity, and revitalizing energies of generous hospitality and unseen presence. From ancient times to our day, Poros has been a font of hidden resources that can be rediscovered by modern pilgrims from any tradition.

My first visit to Poros in 1987 gifted me an experience that changed my life and work permanently and for the better in ways I could never have imagined. I have returned to Poros numerous times since, seeking asylia, the rite of asylum, the origin of the English word. In ancient times it meant inviolable protection from violence and life’s many dangers. The homeless, shipwrecked, and politically oppressed fled here—so too throughout history into modern times. Like so many, my psyche too was drenched in, and I sought refuge from, much that has fled Pandora’s box and stampedes among us—war; famine; plague; debt; cruelty; abuse; alienation; hypocrisy; greed; and the assaults of technological and unregulated capitalistic cultures and global climate change, and of the mundane. In addition to helping heal personal suffering in ways that work, I sought to better understand the grand drama that shapes our lives and in which we are all players great or small. And I wanted to partake of magic and mystery. The ancients testified to it. I believed it must still be available somehow, somewhere, in our suffering world, and especially where it had existed for millennia. Greek mythology and ancient traditions have given me healing tools that the modern world does not have, and I wish to help bring them to us.12

Indeed, I have been renewed and enriched during every visit to Poros, by every sweet breeze and glorious vista, by depths of intimate and philosophical conversation with residents or others who find refuge there, by its human and natural history and wonders, by what seem to be touches from the ancient deities who dwelled here, and a few blessed times by events that seem miraculous and impossible to explain but are more real than real and lift us above “the mediocrities of the world.”

Though Greece is now Orthodox Christian, we can experience and embrace the ancient gods’ archetypal natures in a living mythic psychology. Poseidon, best known as the god of the sea, was for several thousand years the ruling deity on Poros. He was god of earthquakes and thunderstorms and sent many of our most daunting troubles. He is popularly known for his power, unpredictability, and the troubles and challenges he sent. But less well known, as his Homeric Hymn, almost three thousand years old, declares, he founded and protected cities. He tamed tempests. He rescued sailors caught in his storms, and tamed and gifted horses. His sanctuary on Poros, in undeveloped ruins today, was his most important and one of the most revered in the ancient world. Especially on Poros, he protected the oppressed who sought his succor. We meet him here.

From numerous visits and my own immersion in the spirit of this small and unassuming island, journeys to Poros and its ancient and modern sanctuary become a source of refuge, resource, passage, and teachings that can provide wisdom, safety, and transformational healing when life is most storm ridden. We gain passage and connection to powers and resources that provide sanctuary in hidden, rich, and secret, yet accessible, restorative, and life-transforming ways.
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PORTRAIT OF POROS


Immersion in the Greek World


Since we cannot change reality, let us change the eyes which see reality.

NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS, REPORT TO GRECO




We are all on passage from life to death, the visible to the invisible, and the imperative to grow our souls. Poros, “passage,” is an apt name for the small Saronic Gulf island and a blessed place for soul growth. Technically, O Poros and O Skorpios are the only two Greek islands with male names, all others being female. Poros is separated from the mainland by about seven hundred feet of sapphire or steel-blue, calm, quietly roiling or roughly wave-chopped waters and surrounded by undulating mountains carpeted with pine trees. Poros was born when the nearby Methana volcano erupted about forty-five thousand years ago and hurled its great boulders through the air to fall as a volcanic rock protrusion resting on the sea bottom. Methana is the Hephaestion, a volcano that in mythic times was ruled by Hephaistos, lame god of artisans and the forge, on the peninsula a short distance to the north.1

As the visitor approaches by ferry, hydrofoil, or cruise ship, the island is at first indistinguishable from the Peloponnesian coast. Novelist Henry Miller visited both his friend the poet George Seferis and the island in 1939. He described his first sighting, which presages rebirth we can experience upon visiting: “Coming into Poros gives the illusion of the deep dream. Suddenly the land converges on all sides and the boat is squeezed into a narrow strait from which there seems to be no egress. . . . To sail slowly through the streets of Poros is to recapture the joy of passing through the neck of the womb.”2
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