
Practice 35 - The Embrace of the Earth


The Embrace of the Earth is a rite of passage ritual that has developed over the course of many years from it’s original format created by one of my first non-indigenous shamanic mentors, Mexican researcher and author Victor Sanchez XE "Sanchez, Victor" . Although many of the core elements of the ritual have remained in tact throughout the years, as with all authentic shamanic practices this ritual has steadily evolved and been adapted to fit current needs and life situations. In 1999 I began to offer the current version of this rite of passage in a 2 or 3 day format in order to make it more convenient for people to engage in this important rite over the course of a weekend, as long as they properly prepared for the rite at home in the weeks prior to ceremony. 


The key aspects to this rite of passage are the purification XE "purification" , heightened awareness, and visionary experiences fostered through spending one whole night (or longer) embraced by the earth in a grave-like tomb XE "tomb"  that is dug by hand into the living soil XE "soil" . The experience of ceremonially digging your own “grave-like” tomb and being buried in the ground over night has been described by many that have passed through the ritual as a combination “vision XE "vision"  quest” and “full-body meditation” that feels like a returning to the womb of your true mother, to reclaim that mystical union where all of your hurts are purged and absorbed into the immense physical body and energy of the earth, and then to be birthed once again into the light of the world to walk a life path infused with the unconditional love and spiritual XE "spiritual"  guidance of the earth. 


When performed with proper preparation and in the appropriate manner the structure of this rite of passage provides an extremely safe and potent opportunity to touch with your whole MBESA an ecoshamanic state of consciousness XE "ecoshamanic state of consciousness"  with the power to change your life. Even if you were to simply prepare for the rite, dig and enter your tomb, and then fall asleep for the whole night, you will still be changed. There is no way that one can pass through this rite without being transformed to some degree. However, if you genuinely enter the experience and follow the time tested suggestions for distilling the most from the rite, the transformational aspects and opportunities for growth and knowledge are limitless. 


The Embrace of the Earth rite of passage is paradoxically very straight forward and extremely complex. The physical side of the ritual is quite simple and once you learn and understand the logistics you can quickly become comfortable and at ease with the physical aspects of what you are doing and how to do it properly and safely. However, on the mental, psychic, and spiritual XE "spiritual"  levels, the range and complexity of possible experiences prohibits one from knowing or predicting what will actually occur in those realms. The best that one can do for another is to provide a time-tested structure for the ritual along with complete and unconditional support.  Of course, there is no substitute for experience in this type of ritual and having someone to guide the rite that has passed through it multiple times is immensely helpful. As with all shamanic activities, except for the general framework the internal dynamics of this rite of passage are almost indescribable using words. I’m going to try as best as I can to provide as much information in the space allowed, with the hope that these words will inspire people to enter the ritual and discover their own inroads to this powerful and transformative experience of ecoshamanism. 


In the course of writing this material it became apparent from the first few moments that my perspective of the ritual, however knowledgeable it might be, in the bottom line is simply one person’s perception and so it felt appropriate and necessary to include supporting material from others that have passed through the rite. It is my hope that providing these various descriptions of the stages of the ritual from an assortment of perspectives will provide the reader with a richer portrayal of the range of experiences that it can foster. In the following sections I will provide both explanations as to structure and functions or the rite,  along with comments from people that have passed through the rite previously. All of the comments were made by initiates that passed through the rite while I was guiding the rite in a group setting at various locations during 2001 and 2002. Some of the comments come from journals written during the actual ritual and others were written in the weeks following it. All are used with permission. Below is a brief 5 step outline of how to physically construct the tombs, followed by a more detailed explanation of the ritual accompanied by comments from initiates.


1. The place where you will carry out the rite is extremely important because it is not just the physical location of the rite but also the co-creator of your experience. Optimally, it should be a place that is far enough from civilization that there are no noises from human activity reaching the place and where other people are not going to wander into during the rite. When choosing the site keep in mind that you will be digging into the ground at least 2 feet deep so choose a location that has some type of top soil XE "soil"  or sand, not bare rock. If this will be a group activity you should test the site beforehand by digging a few pilot holes or even a full tomb to make sure the area will be suitable for the group to dig all the tombs. Be sure to check the area thoroughly to avoid anthills, gopher or other animal holes, snake nests, etc. Also, never perform the rite in an area near to a cemetery or archeological site. 


2. Once the site is chosen you must decide exactly where the tomb(s) will be located and positioned, and where the fire will be. If only one tomb is being dug I suggest that the tomb face east towards the rising sun. If there are multiple tombs being dug the suggestion is to place the tombs in circle around the central fire so the positioning of the tombs resembles the rays of the sun (see illustration). In both cases the tombs are approximately 5 paces from the fire, and while lying in the tomb the body of the initiate is positioned with the head in the part of the tomb closest to the fire. The tomb is rectangular in shape and slightly longer and wider than the person going into it. (see illustration)Using a stick, pick, or shovel, mark out the outline of each tomb on the surface of the ground, but do not start the actual digging yet. 


3. Once the location of the fire and the tombs is finalized, before any digging is done, the site should be consecrated with blessings and offerings. The best place to do this is in the spot where the fire will be alive and watching over everyone during the entire night. A small hole is dug in the exact spot where the fire will be and each person going into the earth, as well as the fire keeper(s) places an offering into the hole while saying words of thanks to the place, requesting support and safety from the land and all the living beings that inhabit it, and briefly explaining the offering being made to the earth. The offering that you give is something deeply personal and should not be taken lightly. It should be something very small physically but very powerful energetically. It should be non-polluting and symbolic of your desire to merge with the earth body. One of the most powerful yet simple offerings you can make is your own blood XE "blood" . To do this, prick your finger with a needle or razor blade and while placing a few drops in the hole tell the sacred XE "sacred"  place that your blood is your offering of union with the soil XE "soil"  and symbolizes your desire and intention of becoming one with the land. Watch as your blood is absorbed by the earth and then cover the hole with soil and tend to your finger. 


4. Now use whatever hand tools necessary to dig the tomb(s). While digging, place the soil XE "soil"  to one side of the tomb or in back, but not between the tomb and the fire. Dig the tomb deep enough so that you have a few inches between your face and the roof when the tomb is covered. Be sure to carefully check your tomb for size by actually laying in it. There should be 2-4 inches extra space all around your body but NOT more or you will lose some of the energetic qualities of the soil encapsulating you.


5. Once the digging is complete then construct the roof by placing branches or wood planks across the top of the tomb from side to side NOT front to back (see illustration). Once the supports for the roof are in place the easiest way to cover the roof so that when earth is placed on top it doesn’t sift through into the tomb is to place a piece of natural cloth (a hemp or cotton bed sheet works fine) over the top of the tomb making sure it is large enough to extend at least 6 inches over the tomb on all sides. For this stage you can also use natural materials such as leaves, pine needles, field grass, etc. but keep in mind that the last step in constructing the tomb is to completely cover the roof of the tomb with soil, so the roof will have to be able to hold the weight of the soil and also keep it from sifting into the tomb on top of you.


To complete the roof shovel earth onto it so as to cover the whole tomb with at least 3 inches of earth EXCEPT for an opening just large enough for you to get into at the head of the tomb where you will enter. This section will be covered with earth (except for an opening for air approximately 4” by 4”) by the fire keeper after you are in the tomb. 

Preparation

During this rite of passage you will pass through 5 “gates” or stages. The first gate is reviewing and acknowledging your life and what has led you to the moment of this ceremony. During the 2 night 3 day version of this rite the participants tell their life story to the fire and their companions either in one group or separate groups depending on how many people are participating. Recounting your life out loud in front of a sacred XE "sacred"  fire and other people, and listening while others do it in front of you, is a powerful exercise that has numerous benefits in terms of personal growth and raising awareness. For the shortened version of the rite and for those not participating as part of a group I suggest that you write down the story of your life in the weeks prior to going into the earth. This important step helps you to discover patterns in your behavior so that you can develop strategies to break free from the unwanted ones, and it places your life into a context so that you clearly see where you are in the current moment of your life and how that relates to being buried alive in the earth. 

Whether you tell your life story with a group during the rite or you write it down beforehand, the most important preparation for this rite is simply to become clear about why you are doing this, or to at least start the process of this knowing. Some of the reasons may be very apparent, but some may only become clear as you proceed through the process. One of the main tasks of preparation before and during the ceremony will be the finding and clarifying of those parts of yourself and your life to be placed into the forefront of the Earth’s energy. Below is a short list of circumstances that are appropriate for this rite of passage, followed by brief comments on how to prepare for those that pertain to you:

Obtain clarity and vision XE "vision"  in personal matters

This is one of the most readily available gifts of the burial, but in order to get the most from it I suggest that you enter the Earth with a short list of VERY specific questions to pose during your time in the ground. The more to the point the question, the clearer will be the answer. During the days prior to the burial work on this list and refine it until the time of the ceremony. 

Recharge personal energy before or after a demanding task or challenge

The burial into living soil can be a significant activity for preparing energetically and emotionally for a big life event, and/or for recuperating from such an event. The burial places your energy firmly into the reality of the organic world. It cuts through all the technological conveniences of the modern era and allows your energy to mix with the energy of the Earth in a pure and intentional way. All that is needed for sharing energy with the land is for you to be relaxed and have an open heart and mind. Make whatever preparations and ask any questions you need in order to promote a peaceful and receptive state of being.

Heal and absorb emotional wounds

Emotional wounds can never be healed by burying them deep inside of your heart or head. They must be brought out and set free. The burial is the perfect place for this and the Earth will accept whatever you need to set free. She won’t judge or condemn you, and she will always be there. If you need emotional healing, prepare by writing down and clarifying those SPECIFIC events that hurt you so that you can bring them out and release them while in the ground.

Mark a significant life change and rite of passage

The Embrace of the Earth rite has proven to be an extremely valuable tool when passing through a significant time of transition in your life. Make sure to spend time alone with yourself and write down what you want to manifest in your new life and why. Then write down the small steps you will take in order to get there. Take this with you into the womb of the Earth and use the experience to mark the moment and obtain vision XE "vision" .

Bury the “old” self and allow the birth of the new

Obviously, digging and spending the night in a grave-like tomb does hold implications of the awareness of death XE "death" . This can be used in a non-morbid way in order to give renewed energy, urgency, and strength to your actions. Although you are not placed in any physical danger during the burial, the “near-death” implications of being buried alive will help you to not put off the things in your life that would be better done today. 

Experience in a tangible way the profound love and healing energy of the Earth

If there where no other reasons for intentional burial I would do it simply because it is an extremely potent way to feel physically, psychically, and spiritually our profound connection with the organic soil and the spirit of the Earth. Prepare to feel this by acknowledging the daily gifts of life the Earth provides us with during the days prior to the burial, and if you have time, go to a place in Nature and talk to the land about your current life.
Aside from the above considerations it is a good idea to prepare your body for the experience by treating it well in the days prior to the burial. Avoid overeating and intoxication. Try to walk and breath intentionally and in a way that improves clarity of thought and action. If you have experience with fasting, this is an appropriate supplement to the burial, but keep in mind that whether you have fasted before or not, you will need sufficient energy for the hard physical work of preparing your tomb.

In the days prior to the rite you will also have to prepare the material items you will need. These include:

Materials for taking notes

Clothes and shoes appropriate for the season and for working outdoors (digging)

Extra changes of clothes and shoes

Raingear (in case of wet weather)

Sunscreen

Hat for sun protection

Bottle of water 

Work gloves

Flashlight with new batteries

A shovel for digging 

Branches or planks, and cloth for the roof of the tomb

A pick or adz

Materials for starting a fire and enough wood to keep it burning all night

Sleeping mat/camping pad or extra blanket to lay on during the night

Sleeping bag/blanket for warmth

Pillow if you want one

Offerings and personal items (such as photos or sacred XE "sacred"  objects) to take into the tomb


Keep in mind that from the very first moment you decide to enter the Embrace of the Earth rite of passage the sacred XE "sacred"  time has begun. Everything you do from that moment until you come out of your tomb will effect your experience so proceed with common sense, intention, and honesty. Many questions and fears are likely to be rolling around in your head. That’s good. They are all part of the rite. The more unsure you are about the perceived risks, the greater the possibility for growth and the more lasting the effects of the experience will be. Center your attention on steadily using your fears and insecurities to focus on your preparation. 


Susan, a 42 year old single mother, came to the burial after a failed marriage and with a lot on her mind. Despite her fears, she prepared very well:

I heard about the Embrace of the Earth burial rite when James was doing a local workshop…the timing of it was perfect - one day after the closing of my first house purchased on my own, and  my son was scheduled to be with his dad that weekend. I felt God/Goddess  was guiding me to the ceremony. I decided to participate in the Burial and from that moment the process of preparation began.  Since my divorce I've been living with this motto - if you're scared you've got to do it anyway.  Images of me laying under the earth all dark, with worms crawling in my ears, with the roof coming down on me, kept running through my head.  I tried using relaxation techniques to pair with the images, but my stomach was still doing flip flops up until the actual Burial. In the days prior to the rite I started emailing James with my questions and concerns and patiently, with care he answered them.  Preparations for the Burial included physical and emotional/mental work.  We had to write our intentions for the burial.  I worked and revised my list, trying to get it as detailed as possible, separating what I hoped to let go of and what I wanted to let into my life.  The final list included: 


What I want to let go of: 
-fear that I won't be able to thrive on my own 
-fear that others won't be there when I need them 
-idea that I'm a burden when I need help 
-not appreciating my strengths  
-guilt about having the affair and behaving in a hurtful way 
-anger and blame when I'm disappointed that something doesn't go my way 
-pain of a failed marriage 
-pain of a failed engagement 
-controlling to get what I want 
-procrastinating 
-forgetting my strengths and specialness and instead looking outside myself and relying on others attention too much to get those good feelings about myself 
-sex without true connection to my heart and a partner's heart but with connection to ego 
-guilt about putting Sam through the divorce 
-a cold heart 
-Holocaust hurts passed on from my father's side of the family

What I wanted to bring into my life: 
-mark my strengths, my connections, commitments and rootedness in buying my house 
-allow myself to grow and nourish my strengths, specialness 
-prepare and take responsibilities for the upkeep of my house and a partnership 
-trust that I can stand on my own and thrive on my own 
-stay connected to myself and God/Goddess in my work and relationships 
-open my heart safely 
-trust others will be there when I need them 
-create a loving partnership with kindness, respect, fun, joy, consciousness, understanding, passion, commitment and balance of togetherness and aloneness 
-to accept disappointments as part of humanness in myself and others 
-patience for myself and others 
-to appreciate all gifts 
-emotionally be present for others 
-another child 
-to continue success at work 
-get my paperwork, bills, billings done 
-forgiveness for when I haven't been the best person I can be, when I didn't walk with God's light, when I've been hurtful 
-listen to my guides    

I also prepared physically by getting warm clothing and boots and making a meal to share with the group afterwards.  I'm usually not that prepared, but I was for this ceremony, marking how important I felt it was but not knowing exactly why.  I also wrote a song preparing me for the Burial.

Susan had a truly life altering experience in this rite of passage, in part due to the care and intention she placed on the preparation. She carefully made her preparation lists, and tuned them up until the final moments before entering the earth’s womb. This provided her with the clear intention to overcome her fears and allow the energy of the earth to embrace here.

 Walter, a 36 year old survivor of the September 11 tragedy, learned about the rite of passage just a week before he did it, but the circumstances, and his clear intention, came together in a positive way:

I  realized I was not living up to my true calling, or full potential. Eventually, I knew I had to quit my job (as an Equity Options Trader on Wall Street) and start on a new path, better for me as well as the planet. The timing of the Embrace of the Earth Rite was perfect… it was the perfect way to begin and I realized how powerful this experience could be if I allowed myself to just be with the experience. After having worked in the “greed is good” environment where materialism ruled supreme (and the splendor of nature XE "nature"  was totally ignored), it was fitting that I would end, and begin, with the earth. 

The night before the rite I finally sat down, took pen to paper, and thought about why I was doing this. By that stage, I had already overcome my fear of being enclosed in the tomb. Looking back, it seems so easy and simplistic. I also wrote that I wanted to be embraced by Mother Earth, to return to the peace and tranquility of the womb, preparing to be born anew, reborn full of energy to carry out the new challenges that await me. I also felt I wanted to be nurtured, cared for, loved and protected. Little did I know that this was to be answered with a powerful vision XE "vision"  during my time in the earth. Lastly, I wanted to know and understand my weaknesses. To leave them behind as I entered the world with a new vision, clarity, and understanding. 

In Walter’s case he was at a natural point of transition in his life and this rite of passage came at the perfect time. But more importantly, he seized the opportunity and went into the Rite knowing why he was doing it.  His experience in the earth was powerful because he jumped right into it openly, intentionally, and with his eyes wide open. But many times it doesn’t happen that way. Janet, a 55 year old restaurant owner, enrolled for the Embrace of the Earth Rite six months in advance but during that time period she cancelled, and then reconsidered, four times before the big day arrived. Through many conversations with her I felt confident that she was preparing herself in a strong way and that if she could just get herself to actually show up for the rite she would have the experience she needed to continue with her life in a new and clearer way. Many times during the preparation period she actually became angry with me because she resented the fact that I was suggesting that she work with the past in order to fully see the present. The past is not just the past, it is happening right now as well. The past is what has made the current “you” and should not be forgotten while preparing for the rite of passage. Here is a section of what she wrote about a portion of the time she spent in her tomb:

I woke up and didn’t know where I was and I couldn’t move, I felt trapped and started sobbin loudly.. James came to my air hole and shined the flashlight in and asked if I was alright. I told him to get me the hell out of here!  He calmly told me that I could come out at any time but wanted to be sure that was what I really wanted and that it was the best thing to do. We “breathed” together for a few minutes and then he talked with me for quite a while as I laid here in this hole in the ground. At first I didn’t really want to stay in the tomb but after talking a while I  felt silly about coming out for no good reason. So I told James I would stay a little longer and see what happens. I kept asking myself over and over what am I doing here laying in this tomb? Have I gone completely crazy? Are all these people, including James, just nuts? 

Just as I was about to call James again and get out of the tomb I remembered my notebook that I brought into the grave with me. I turned on my flashlight and began to read the things I had written over the last 6 months of preparing for this. They saved me. I mean they actually saved my life because they kept me in the tomb when I wanted to come out, and if I would have come out I would never have had the wonderful and healing experiences I had later in the night and this morning that changed my life.  My release of my anger into the earth and my visions of my new life have kept me alive and kicking. My notebook full of shit literally saved my life! 

The Dig


The physical aspects of this rite of passage are just as important as the other levels. If we were to hire a machine to come and dig the tombs we would lose an incalculable amount of insights and lessons that come as a result of digging our own grave. Tina, a 46 year old Massage Therapist describes meeting some of her demons while making her tomb:

…as I began to carve my grave out of the Earth I could not separate myself from the journey that had gotten me to that point. I felt so fortunate to have the opportunity to join others in this rare opportunity to enter the Earth in a self-made space…to lie all night in her embrace.

The first lessons came almost immediately as my attempts to remove the sod revealed how long a day this was going to be! With each pick and shovel and handful of Pennsylvania shale I removed I began to process the way I deal with the difficulties in my day to day life. Sometimes the joy would win but most times I was annoyed at how often I wanted to give up. Then, with the sweat, produced by a hot August sun, pouring out of my body mixing with the occasional tear of frustration or the blood XE "blood"  from a sharp stone, I could feel the resistance drain away. I began to sing! 

As my fellow “gravediggers” became more and more engrossed in their own process, I could tell we were all being drawn deeper into the release of any romantic ideas about this experience and closer to the reality of our night ahead…

Steve, a teenager that came to the Rite put it this way:

Digging the tombs was great. I don’t particularly enjoy physical work, but it always seems gratifying when you’re doing it in a positive light. I think the physical side of the ceremony is great for getting you into the right mindset. A lot of the extraneous thoughts you have seem to fade away. You start thinking to yourself “…wow, I’m really here doing this, it’s really happening”. It’s as though the physical exercise transports you to the “now” the “present”.

The digging of the tomb at many levels becomes a mirror reflecting the realities of birth, life, death XE "death" , and rebirth. Many times the insights gleaned while digging the tomb are the most powerful of the whole experience. Ellen, a 49 year old salesperson found this out:

The first thing I did was carefully take all the sod off the top and placed it in a special place so I could put it back on exactly as it was when we were finished. It took me a long time and I was far behind the other diggers, but James told me that we weren’t done until the last person in the group finished and that even though most of the tomb should be dug personally, the whole group would help each other as a team to get the tombs all ready. So, I wasn’t really worried and I kind of took my time, plus it was really hot. As I dug I started singing a line from Peter Gabriel – “ Digging in the dirt, to heal the places we got hurt”. 

I was digging for a while and getting a lot done. Then I hit my first big rock. I dug the dirt out from around it and could see how big it was. Just as I was really starting to feel annoyed about having to dig it out I heard James announce to the group something like “while you are digging pay attention to what is happening. You may meet a living creature, a root, or a rock that has a message for you. We are in the magic time now, everything that happens here has meaning. Pay attention…”.

Well, I sat down on the edge of my tomb and looked at that darn rock and immediately I  knew what it symbolized. It was the enormous weight I had been carrying on my back since I was a teenager. It was my fear and my insecurity. I dug that big rock out of my grave and placed it with my sod so I could put it back in the earth and bury it the next day. During the digging of the grave I found 3 more smaller but significant stones, each one perfectly mirroring for me my two children and ex husband. Right near the end of digging I also found a rock that looked like quartz. I held it up to the sun and I thought I heard it speak to me – “I represent your inner light, keep me close to you during the night and I will keep you safe”. 


In addition to the offering we make to the land and the fire at the very beginning of the rite it is also customary for us to each choose one medium size stone that was found while digging the tomb and place it in the circle of stones that create the seat for the central fire. In this way each of the initiates are represented above the ground in front of the fire during the night.

The Fire


The transition from day to night marks the corresponding transition in the focus of the activities in the rite of passage. During the day we physically prepare both the tombs as well as our physical body by taking a little food XE "food" , water, and if available a cleansing bath or shower and change of clothes after the tombs are prepared. When darkness begins to fall we begin to switch from the physically inspired processes to the more numinous levels of awareness as we prepare mentally, emotionally, energetically, and spiritually to enter the womb of the earth during the night. Assisting us in this is the energy, light, heat, and music XE "music"  of the sacred XE "sacred"  Fire. The Fire watches over us throughout the night just as the sun did during the day. Thus the Fire becomes our night Sun. 


In this rite, as in most shamanic rituals, the Fire plays a significant role in the proceedings. In another section of this book I have devoted a special section to working shamanically with the Fire, but as it concerns this particular ritual there are some important additional aspects to the relationship and interplay between the fire and the initiates that need to be expanded upon here:

1. Purification XE "purification by fire"  


From the moment that the first human beings discovered how to make fire, up to the present day of our highly sophisticated technologies, the dramatic and at times incredible power of fire to consume and transform matter at grand scales is an undeniable display of just how susceptible we are to the powers that rule the earth and the cosmos. The purifying aspects of fire as witnessed in the natural world led to its becoming associated with the inner processes of human purification XE "purification"  in shamanic and mystical rites of passage XE "rites of passage" , ritual, and ceremony. But in these traditions fire is not simply used as a symbol or metaphor. On the contrary, connection between outer fire and inner fire are actual tangible experiences of a kind of mystical union that is used in myriad ways to facilitate psychophysical transformation, purification, and in the case of my Wirrarika XE "Wirrarika"  shaman mentors, communication and divination. 


For these shamans the fire is infinitely more than the physical manifestation of fire that we see in a campfire or harnessed  by our stoves, furnaces, and automobiles. To them, and to anyone that has felt a connection to the fire that surpasses the common perceptions of light and heat, the fire is very much a force or presence that is found in all organic life. In this sense the fire is very much alive and carries within it the universal energy of not only our sun but the entire cosmos of constellations in such an immeasurable way that it is truly the spark that animates what we call nature XE "nature"  and life. Within this context the fire carries the Spirit of life within it.

This is why shamanic initiations, especially one with the transformative implications of the Embrace of the Earth, have at their core a significant interaction with Fire at many levels. At the level of purification XE "purification" , connecting to the Fire “burns off” our masks and layers of protective coverings that throughout our lives we have placed over our true nature XE "nature" . This contributes to the removal of our “thick skin” so that we can truly lay the flesh of our soul bare to receive the embrace of the earth. But just as the physical transformational properties of fire are powerful and destructive, so too can be the psychic cleansing involved with purification at a psychological level. However, as painful as these experiences can be they are simply part of the rite of passage and they are essential because they accelerate the purging of emotional and mental fixations as well as suppressed bodily urges and physical tensions so that we open the door to our true perceptual abilities. 


When I facilitate the Embrace of the Earth rite of passage for people in groups or for individuals the energetic exchange with the fire and subsequent purification XE "purification"  is ALWAYS one of the final activities before entering the tomb for the night. The fire is made in a special way (see page..) and normally the arrival of the fire is welcomed and comforting for the initiates. People have a natural affinity for the flowing energy of fire and when brought to life in a special and meaningful manner the connection is usually immediate. The task then becomes to take this initial connection deeper, deeper than the initiates have ever gone before, so that the presence of the fire aids in the energetic cleansing before entering the tomb. Depending on the size of the group this cleansing could take many forms but in all cases there are at least five specific energetic exchanges between the initiate and the fire in this preparatory cleansing stage of the ritual. It is helpful to view these exchanges as gates or doorways that one passes through, with each successive gate leading to an area of increased clarity or purity of intention. The passing through each of these five gates is increased in efficiency when an experienced facilitator of the rite is present to keep the energy flowing. 


1. The first gate has to do with owning the past and purging any bottled up emotions of the past by giving them to the fire. Each initiate is given the opportunity to speak with the fire about their past, how it holds them back, and how they came to be present in the Rite. If there is an experienced facilitator present he/she can pose pertinent questions to the initiate while he/she is speaking if they feel it would help the initiate to get the most from the activity. The most important part of this first step is for the initiate to simply keep talking, especially if they are having a hard time. Some people have no problem talking with the fire, but others simply freeze up and that’s when an experienced ecoshamanic facilitator is indispensable. 

What we are trying to do in this first step is open that energetic door with the fire through communication, and there is nothing that we seemingly know better than our own personal story. When the bashful and controlling side of our ego is turned off the recounting of this story should be something that just flows out of us. It should not require any time to “stop and think”. On the contrary, this purging should be one continuous stream of words and energy flowing from the initiate and going into the fire. To foster trust and also to honor the heroic act of people opening up this way I always begin this first activity with the fire by speaking to the group about the sacred XE "sacred"  aspects of what we are doing and then having the group make a sacred agreement that nothing said around the circle of the fire ever leaves without permission. The only task of the initiates that are not speaking is to listen in a non-judgmental way to the person speaking and to “feed” the person speaking with good thoughts and intentions. In this respect the initiates become for the speaker the extended body of the fire. Tina wrote about this part of the ritual in this way:


We agree that this is sacred XE "sacred"  space, and that what is said here doesn’t leave. This creates the secure environment to feel comfortable. To be ourselves, to be real. We can’t worry about what comes out of our hearts and into the fire… the power of the group is that we support each other, facilitate our openness, and mirror our feelings.


The fire invites us to let our energy flow from deep inside, outwards to the flames. We will be doing the same with the earth, letting ourselves become energetically connected. James tells us that the first door has opened, and we take turns talking to the fire. As I start to talk, I’m not thinking… the words just come from within, and I realize that I have to release issues from my past… issues about my family, about my childhood XE "childhood"  and college, and about my career…


2. The second activity in this stage is for each initiate to talk to the fire about their present life. This should happen in the same way – one continuous flow of words from initiate to fire. Usually this second stage of talking about the present is much easier than talking about the past and normally flows without much input from the facilitator.


3. The third gate is the present moment, sitting next to the fire soon to go into the earth. One by one the initiates speak to the fire about how they feel in that moment, what they hope to receive from the experience, what they would like the earth to help them with, and anything else they want to say. In this stage it is very important for the facilitator to make clear, from the very first person talking, that in this stage we need to get as specific as we can about our intentions. If the initiates have prepared a list of items to bring up while in the earth this is the time to read the list out loud to the fire and to add to it or subtract from it. It is very common that after digging the tomb and speaking with the fire in the first two stages it becomes clearer why you are doing this and often times you realize issues to bring out in the tomb that you hadn’t thought of before. Or maybe the core of many issues becomes distilled while talking with the fire. If someone is not being clear in this stage then it is the job of the facilitator to carefully and compassionately help draw the initiate out from what they are hiding behind so that they can enter the earth with clear intentions. 


4. The fourth stage is the hypothetical future that is made not through asking but by doing. During this stage of work with the fire each initiate spells out precisely what they want for their lives in the future and also how they plan to get there. 


5. The fifth and final act of cleansing and purification XE "purification"  with the fire is the confession. In this case we are not talking about the kind of confession made in a church with the intention of being absolved from some sort of moral sin. This type of confession is purely about energy not morals. It in no way concerns how anyone else might view your actions. The reason you are confessing is not because you may have done something wrong in the eyes of another person, but rather because the events you confess have left an energetic stain on your true being and this is the chance to invite the purifying fire to help burn them away. For example, many times it is hard for people to truly say good bye to either a relative or past lover and so they carry this unresolved issue around with them for the rest of their life. In this moment with the fire you would say that good bye. You would use the person’s name and talk to the fire just as if that person was the fire. Another common energetic stain is not saying thanks to someone who has helped you. Now is that time. Say names. Bring out the emotions behind the event. It has been my experience that in this type of ritual, as well as with sustained pilgrimages and vision XE "vision"  quests, the more thoroughly you open yourself to releasing the events of energetic blockage in this type of confession the more profound and useful will be your experiences in the sacred XE "sacred"  time of powerful ritual and ceremony. If you don’t do it, it is like trying to walk with a heavy ball and chain attached to your ankle. By releasing the weight you allow yourself to soar…

2. Protection


The second significant aspect of the presence of the fire in this Rite is protection. What exactly happens to a person engaged in shamanic ritual is a mystery as big as why we are all here on earth. The process of transformation initiated by the ritual can be directed and structured through conscious control, but the psychophysiology and physics of the rite are not understandable within our current paradigms of science. The only way to safely open the door to such experiences is to travel on paths that others have safely taken in the past and apply the experience and knowledge of those previous journeys. Even when this is done there are still risks, just as there are risks in anything we do in life, but starting off on the journey with a time-tested tool kit is just common sense and it also fosters confidence for when we come face to face with the mystery and the unknown territory. 

The most time-tested shamanic tool of protection is the sacred XE "sacred"  Fire. Especially at night. When we invite the energy of the fire by igniting it in the center of our ritual we have now come under the metaphysical protection of the fire if we feed it with respect and intention and a clean heart. One of the reasons for engaging in the 5 step process of cleansing with the fire that I just explained is that by energetically entering into a dialog with the fire we “feed” it with our hearts and souls and offerings. In return for feeding the fire, the fire protects us with light and a unique quality of metaphysical energy. How this happens is really not explainable but it is certainly quantifiable. I have seen it happen so many times that for me it is a situation as real as a dog protecting it’s master from a stranger in the night. The light from the sacred fire blankets the entire circle of the tombs and inside that area of light we are protected as long as we feed the fire with pure intentions and open hearts. 

3. Connection


There is an undeniable connection that can be made to the Fire with sufficient intention and experience. The most knowledgeable and influential indigenous shamans I know communicate with and through the fire as part of their core shamanic abilities. When we foster a connection to the fire through passing through the various stages laid out in this section, and we can tangibly see the light of the fire dispelling the darkness surrounding the circle of tombs, as well as feel the flowing energy of security that being next to a living sacred XE "sacred"  fire provides, we have an immensely valuable source of inspiration that we can focus on while in the darkness of the womb of the earth. That is one of the reasons the fire is fed and kept alive the whole time the initiates are in the tombs. And because (at least for the first time initiate) there is a hole for air at the head of the tomb once in a while the initiate will hear the fire talking or catch the flicker of light and know that the fire is there watching over and promising the rebirth and light of a new day. 


Connecting to the fire also helps in establishing a connection to the land and Earth itself. This is because the fire is so easy for us to connect to. This can be observed in the way we have “fireplaces” that don’t function as a primary source of heat in a home, or restaurant, or lodge, but rather is there because people enjoy the conscious and subconscious presence of the fire. Connecting to this energy and feeling can function as a bridge to connecting to the energy and feeling of the soil XE "soil" . Once you open to the connection of one, the transition to connect with the others becomes more fluid and natural. The other fundamental elements of the world – water and air – can also facilitate this. Susan put it this way:


“James explained the ways of Grandfather Fire XE "Grandfather Fire"  and how we can merge the fire inside of us with the sacred XE "sacred"  fire in front of us. I’ve had that experience with Water when I went to the Smoky Mountains and the power of the Chippewa Falls was felt inside my belly as I stood before it and merged with it, and I have also had a similar type  experience with the sparkle of Lake Superior that is know inside my heart. I had never heard anyone explain this kind of connection, especially to the Fire, and it was comforting to hear that other people felt these things and it was very helpful in developing a similar connection to Earth energy while in my tomb.”


One of the senses that helps us to connect to the energetic essences of the big natural powers is sound. The sound of the ocean, or a river, the wind, or the fire, among so many others, provides us with a jumping off point to enter into even deeper levels of connection. Also in terms of sound, another important element of this particular ritual is the presence of the drum.


The drum sings the voice of the fire to the initiates during the night in the form of the heartbeat of the earth and cosmos. The facilitator and his/her assistant while feeding the fire will also periodically drum throughout the night. In this case the cadence of the drum is always the same. It is a simple and slow one-two rhythm resembling the beating of the human heart. Any other drumming XE "drumming"  styles or rhythms are to be avoided as they will be distracting to the initiates in the ground. This is not a drum concert. Throw all of your formal drum training out the window, now is not the time for any sort of performance. The functions of the drum in this ritual are: to signify to the initiates in the tomb that they are not alone, that they are safe and protected by the fire as well as the human helpers, and to provide a steady audible as well as energetic reminder of the heartbeat of the earth. In the tomb you are a baby in the womb of your mother, you have a heartbeat and so does she. The heartbeat of the drum reminds and connects us to the fact that we live as part of a much bigger body. 

For this ritual it is very important that the drum be introduced to the fire and the initiates before they go into the tombs. This can be very simply done by the owner of the drum presenting it to the fire, and while drumming the heartbeat with it, recounting briefly it’s history and why it is there, in a similar but briefer way to how the initiates present themselves. An offering to the fire can also be made for the drum. If the drum was made by the owner then a few drops of blood XE "blood"  saved from the animal whose skin will be chanting XE "chanting"  can be offered. At many levels, for the ecoshamanic facilitator, the significance and power of working in concert with a drum made from materials obtained by you, and put together by you, become especially apparent at moments such as this when the connection you have to the spirit XE "spirit"  of the drum can take the whole ritual and everyone participating to an even higher level. 

On Dying and Being Reborn


In this rite of passage we intentionally pursue circumstances that bring out from within us the transformational power that is fostered through metaphorically dying and being reborn. But unlike other spiritual XE "spiritual"  forms of this process where the metaphor is drawn up through words or commitments of being born again, in this ecoshamanic ritual we actually dig our grave and submerge ourselves in it thereby facing our mortality with the entire MBESA of our human organism. This is about as close as you can get to the awareness of death XE "death"  without placing yourself in mortal danger or having an physical near-death experience. Plus, in this ritual context you are totally submerged inside of an organic process and provided with the support and encouragement to take the opportunity to make positive use of the experience in a way that improves the quality of your life and happiness. In his book The Unfolding Self  Dr. Ralph Metzner, an expert on transformative experience, gets right to the point with respect to the implications of the “death-rebirth” initiation XE "initiation" :

“Whereas in some Christian XE "Christian"  fundamentalist circles it is customary for people who have made a commitment to Christ to refer to themselves as “twice born”, the original meaning of that concept goes much deeper than simply a profession of renewed faith, however sincere. It refers, actually, to the second part of a death XE "death" -rebirth transformational process. The rebirth experience, to be authentic, must of necessity be preceded by an experience of metaphorically dying. This first, dying phase is inevitably anxiety provoking and problematical for most people. …In the mystery religions of ancient times and in many traditional cultures, “death-rebirth” was and is the name of an initiatory experience. Associated with it are the ritual practices such as entombment, profound isolation, or painful ordeal through which the initiate must pass. Afterward, the initiate customarily adopts a new name, perhaps a new garment, and sometimes a new role in society, all of which express the newly reborn being.”

A powerful activity before entering the tomb is the preparation of short note that will act as your final words of connection to this life. The note is written just as if you knew you were going to die and never see your loved ones again. The note should include anything you want them (or the rest of the world) to read after you are gone. This note is placed under your rock in the fire circle.

The Tomb

The initiate climbs into the tomb and the material world is left behind. A threshold to the shamanic world of nature XE "nature"  and spirit XE "spirit"  is crossed. The immediate and familiar support of family, friends, colleagues, pets, accomplishments, failures, and all the trappings and freedoms of everyday life are severed. As the initiate lies down in the tomb, the tomb becomes a sacred XE "sacred"  chamber consecrated by the concrete action of the initiate to know both self and world in new and improved ways.  Lying in the tomb with the entrance being covered by the firekeeper, the flesh of the initiate is formally offered to the body of the earth. In these moments, as the last shovels full of soil XE "soil"  are being thrown on top of the tomb, the exchange between initiate and earth begins. Flesh begins to become soil and soil begins to become flesh. All begins to come together as one. 

The preparations are over, everyone has left, now it is just you, the earth, and the journey you are about to take inside and out. Then, the fire keeper opens a fist-size hole in the corner of the roof of your earthly cocoon. You are not trapped and you will not die this night. The air hole insures that fresh life-giving air surrounds you and is inside of you. The love of the earth is embracing you. The energy of the fire is protecting you. The rest of your life is waiting for you. 

The fire keeper puts his hand through the air hole and into the tomb. You take his hand in yours, the feelings of life and love, companionship, and kinship flow between you. And then the hand is gone. The journey begins…

From Susan: 


I stepped down and into my grave. It felt all cozy. Jim shoveled, and the dirt falling on top wasn’t as scary as I thought. It had a rhythm to it that seemed to help me transition into going deeper into the Earth, but also deeper into myself…

From Tina:


As the last shovel of dirt was piled on the roof and the air hole was finished I had a rush of anxiety that quickly dissipated by keeping myself “busy”. I took my light and began to examine my space. To my delight I realized how intimate a connection I had to my grave. I remembered digging every bit of it. I remembered the rocks like friends: the ones I removed and the ones I had chosen to have stay. I remembered the small roots I had chopped and now saw the dangling ends as a source of wonder and appreciation of the unseen world so beautiful and efficient in creating and sustaining life as we see it on the surface. I thought about Water and Sun and Air and Earth. Ahhh, the Earth, filling my senses to overflowing… I prayed and meditated and began to ask the questions I had prepared. I was amazed at how quickly the responses came! The first surprise was that as soon as I asked a question I had such increased clarity, that a more “proper” question would come to me in a flash. It truly IS about the question because once I asked the one I truly needed to have answered, the answer would come immediately. The questions I thought of, the ones from my head, were not the ones that came from my heart. And although not all the answers were the ones I wanted to hear, the truth held within each one was clear. 


I began to get tired as I relaxed into my space. I could hear the drumming XE "drumming"  and chanting XE "chanting"  of the firekeeper. Although comforting I preferred a more quiet experience. I put in my earplugs and fell asleep. Thus beginning the journey of dreams…

From Walter:


Well here I am, lying in my grave. Quite an amazing experience so far. Hearing the sound of the dirt as James and my companions threw the last few shovels full, with just a small hole for air. Looking around my tomb, it’s quite fascinating. It’s really like another world down here – a variety of textures and colors in the soil XE "soil" , an occasional stone visible, all held together by an intricate network of roots – some tiny, some quite chunky. Holy Cow! I just got the heebeegeebees scared out of me by a tiny bug walking around on the lens of my headlamp, making its shadow appear like a huge monster. Suddenly, I’m not tired at all. After feeling so exhausted from digging the tomb, and lack of sleep last night,  I feel as if I have adrenaline coursing through my veins. I hear the fire keeper singing and drumming XE "drumming" :

We are weavers, we are the woven ones;

We are dreamers, we are the dream;

spiraling into the center, the center of the flame…

I feel quite comfortable, very safe and secure. No sense whatsoever of claustrophobia. One part of me is asking, “What on earth are you doing here!?” The other part is feeling inspired and energized, though starting to feel a little tired now. I’m going to spend some time now, reading through my questions…


And so the journey, so unique and personal to each initiate, begins as the settling in process continues and the fears, anxieties, hopes, and dreams, begin to increase and dissipate as the passage unfolds. The experiences in the tombs are as unique as the individuals, the lessons as profound as the mysteries of life XE "nature" . At this stage of the ritual it is common to pass through a period of questioning or even rage or feelings of depression. In many cases, but certainly not all, this phase is actually very conducive to later in the night experiencing profound insights and/or visions. This period of doubt is another threshold to cross over once one is actually inside the tomb, and once it is crossed a new hallway opens up in front of you with many more rooms to explore:

From Sarah:


I just got into my grave and all I keep asking myself is what did I possibly do to end up here? And then I feel the darkness answer. Everything. Everything you’ve ever done has put you here. I start to cry. I can’t remember one decision I’ve ever made that was right. I can’t remember ever loving anyone with all my heart. No wonder I’m lying in this grave, I deserve it. I always think of myself first. The fire just told me that when all the other people were talking and instead of listening and sending them my good thoughts I just sat there thinking about myself and what I was going to say in front of the other people and especially James. If I tell the truth he will think I’m a failure. If I lie the fire won’t protect me. What if I tell half of the truth? You know what, I really don’t give a shit. Wow, what an awful realization. Did I really need to dig a hole in the ground for hours, get all dirty and sweaty and smoky, and be surrounded by bugs and worms to realize that? Yeah I guess so. AAAHHHH! I screamed at the top of lungs. I DON”T WANT TO BE LIKE THIS ANYMORE. HELP ME. SOMEBODY. ANYBODY! 


After yelling and kicking and screaming and crying I finally started praying. I didn’t really know how. The words just started coming. I asked the earth and sky to help me know and understand myself so that I could change from this pitiful selfish person into someone more authentic and caring. I asked the earth to show me how to love. I asked the earth to show me how to live. 


After a while I fell into a half-awake half-dream state. Or maybe I fell asleep and then woke up. I’m not sure. But in that state I felt like I was actually in my grave as a dead person. I felt like I was a dead skeleton and that I was laying in a puddle of my own guts. It felt very peaceful and I wasn’t scared at all. It was very matter-of-fact. You are dead and you are lying in your grave. No big deal. When I woke up the next time it was a completely different story. I remembered being a skeleton and was freaked out. I turned on my light and looked all around the tomb. I found the hawk XE "hawk"  feather that I found in the field when we were digging our graves. That calmed me down as I began to think about how hard we all worked to dig the graves together. I feel better now thinking about that. I actually did help some of the other people now that I think about it. And I even gave part of my lunch to Nick cuz his got stolen by one of the farm dogs. Ok maybe there is hope for me. Where did I put my notebook with my questions?


In the scheme of experiences common to initiates the trials of Sarah are common to many. Another common feature is being forced to relate to the other beings that sometimes share the grave. This can be very enlightening.

From Kim:


I hear dirt crumbling down the wall and turn on my little flashlight to see where the sound is coming from. (I had thoughts the night before that some animal, snake, mouse, etc. would come crashing through the dirt wall). I will try to sleep, I discover what the dirt noise is. It is an earthworm, very long I might add. I ask it to please go back for just tonight. Another one pokes its head through a bit later and I ask it nicely also. Thank you Mother Earth for beckoning them back. I realize that maybe they are more surprised to see me here than I of them. They are just doing there job. My fear of worms and snakes and mice really doesn’t have anything to do with them. They never did anything to me. I projected my fears onto them. I don’t feel so squeamish anymore!


Once one passes through these initial phases of the ritual, sleep sometimes comes as one becomes more comfortable with the surroundings and with themselves. From this point the initiate passes through different levels between fully awake and fully asleep. In my experience this is usually the most productive way to spend the first night of this ritual because you get to experience many different levels and states of consciousness. Which is also one reason for periods of drumming throughout the night. The external sound of the beating drum facilitates the shift in states of consciousness. Although the experience of sleeping throughout the night in the tomb has it’s own benefits, shifting between being awake and asleep, and all the levels in between, has proven to be the most useful format for fist-time initiates. 

At this phase, which could be considered the core phase of the time actually spent in the tomb, perceptual shifts similar to “peak” type experiences or even psychedelic “trips” are often produced. But in this case the psychoactive medicine is the ritual of being buried in the ground, and the trip is guided by the perceptual qualities brought on by the living soil XE "soil" , the mystical energy of the fire and the heartbeat of the earth. 


Common to both psychedelic experiences and the embrace of the earth ritual is the coming of a moment during the journey when everything seems to hinge on one small decision or single moment. As if the course of ones life would be decided if to turn left or right, go into the house or stay outside, to speak up or keep silent, and so on. In a similar way, I have heard this described many times by initiates to this ritual and often times it leads to transformative experience.

From Trish:


Oh my god. I have to pee so bad. I HAVE TO PEE. But I can’t come out of the grave. I mean I can come out but it would be such a hassle and I would disturb everyone and feel like such an idiot. But I have to pee so bad it hurts. No, it hurt a long time ago. Now the pain is getting unbearable. I’ve got to get out. No. Just a few more minutes. Maybe it will go away. It’s not going away. OOOOWWWW. I gotta pee REALLY BAD. 


So here I am now. It’s almost morning and I’m going to write some of what happened to me last night. I think I’m ready. I don’t want to forget. I tortured myself for about 2 hours trying to get up the courage to tell James I HAD to come out of the grave to pee. But in the end I didn’t. Just as I thought I was going to explode I just let it out. I peed myself right here in the grave. I can still feel the release. It was so powerful that waves of colorful purple and pink and peach rainbows flowed over me in my grave. Then I felt both the top of my head and the bottom of my womb open at the same time and a flood of soul or energy or something came pouring out of me and the next thing I new I was flying in the night sky. I don’t remember seeing much but I remember flying and feeling the cool air blowing through my hair and my clothes. Yeah, I still had my clothes on! I don’t know how long I was flying but when it was over I remember I was looking up at the top of my tomb. Just like I’m doing now. And I was wondering what just happened. 

Then I remembered that I peed. But instead of feeling ashamed or angry for some reason the first thing I felt was proud that I did it. I realized none of the awful things I thought would happen to me actually happened. It was really no big thing. I was a little wet but it is plenty warm in here and I’m not moving around, so I’m not really uncomfortable because of it. Then it hit me. What really happened. I did something I never do. I didn’t control the situation, and I didn’t wait around for the “right time to come”. I just released and did it. Wow, why do I always make such a big deal about everything? Why does every little thing seem so important? Why do I care so much about what people think? How many things  have I missed because  I felt embarrassed by what people may think if I messed up? Oh my god. Could peeing myself be the most life changing experience in my life???? What happened to me after I released… I must have released a lot more than just my water. I must have released a lifetime worth of pent up stuff that I was too self-conscious to admit. Wait. Now I remember more. As I was flying I saw down below me the circle of graves with the fire in the middle. I saw the energy and sparkly lights of the fire rising up from the flames and soaring into the sky to join with this flowing multi-colored energy of the sky in the stars. Then I saw my grave. I couldn’t see into the grave but I knew it was mine. And coming from inside the grave was a bright ray of light about a foot in diameter and it was shooting up just like the fire and joining with the energy of the universe. It was my energy. It was me. I know it was.


I’ve never seen a bigger smile on a face than when Trish came out of her grave that morning. She was beaming. Her epiphany, aided by bodily function and physical confinement in the grave, contained many of the psychological and visionary aspects common to both psychedelic trips and the severe stress induced in shamanic rites of passage XE "rites of passage" . Even though her stress was considerably self-induced it still provided amazing results.

However, at this point it becomes necessary to distinguish between the ‘weird” things that people sometimes see during visionary experiences, and those visions that actually promote the authentic unfolding of one’s calling in life. 

Without going into this topic at great length, which could be a whole book on its own, I invite you, especially with the ecoshamanic techniques I’m presenting in this book, to use this simple criteria when it comes to visionary experiences: If a vision XE "vision"  helps you discover a piece of your hidden potential in a way that ultimately improves quality of life for you, someone else, or the planet – use it. If it doesn’t – discard it. This simple criteria will help to eliminate many of the questions about seeing and feeling weird things while involved in shamanic, mystical, or spiritual XE "spiritual"  activities. If a vision doesn’t help you in some way, what good is it? Why waste your precious time and energy trying to figure it out? Granted, sometimes we receive a strong vision that we just know is important yet we can’t quite put it together in any context that makes sense to us. That doesn’t mean the vision was empty, it just means that maybe we aren’t quite ready to understand what it means. When the time comes, we’ll figure it out. But in the meantime let it go and don’t dwell on it. Especially if it is just some sort of bizarre image that doesn’t help you with anything. Also, almost always in rites of passage XE "rites of passage"  such as the Embrace of the Earth or Vision Quest it takes weeks, months, or even years to fully remember and put into place many of the helpful visions and perceptions and even questions brought out by the experience. This is part of the process. Don’t fight it and don’t hurry it. In summery – lots of “weird” stuff can appear to happen when you are buried in the ground all night in a tomb. If it’s just weird let it go, if it contains some sort of meaning to you, go forward with it.

In the experience of Trish we saw many items common to transformational and shamanic journeys. It is always amazing how being isolated and enclosed so often leads to out of body experiences (OBE) and flying. During the core segments of this ritual it is common to feel sensations of being out of the body, or looking down upon the graves or fire. Sometimes this leads to a feeling or perception of transition between one level of consciousness to another. Initiates also often describe moving through or down a tunnel which leads to a transition that fosters feelings of serenity, peace, unity, love, or even ecstasy. Some people even describe seeing or visiting with dead relatives or friends. Others receive complex yet meaningful visions about life and our connection to the living earth. Brian, a molecular biologist received a vision XE "vision"  comparable to how he uses his intellect in the “real” world:

My consciousness was floating above my grave and I could see my body down there as if my grave had no roof. As I watched I saw my body changing, almost imperceptivity. As I continued to watch I slowly began to understand what I was seeing. I was actually watching the cells of my body die and others be born to take their place. Consciously I knew that millions of cells in our body die and are replaced each second we are alive. But what I didn’t realize until hovering over my grave was that it is pointless to dwell on the fact of my mortality (which I had been doing lately since I had my 62nd  birthday) because since all of my cells are constantly being replace during approximately every seven years, “my” consciousness has never really been attached to “my” body because I never had just one body. I’ve had several bodies that have been generated and then died and then were replaced. But my consciousness didn’t die with them. I am still the same person I was when I was born. If that’s not a miracle I don’t know what is!

Although we might debate certain points in Brian’s logic, one thing that is not debatable is how that experience helped him to overcome the feelings of fear about dying that he had been carrying around with him. In this case, Brian’s sometimes overly analytical mind melded with the perceptual shifts of the ritual burial to provide him with a vision XE "vision"  that affected very positive change in the outlook he had on the rest of his life, and his eventual death XE "death" .

A similar result is sometimes reported by those who have another type of common vision XE "vision" . Edward describes it this way:

I had such an incredible feeling of peace in my whole being. My body, my mind, and my soul. I felt like I could spend an eternity just laying there in my grave in that state of peace and tranquility. And then, after what seemed to be many hours (but may have been only a few minutes I really can’t say) I felt like my body slowly but surely began to dissolve or disintegrate into the soil XE "soil"  of the bottom of my grave. It was the most curious sensation because as my body fell into the soil I had the immediate sensation that the soil was alive and at one point I could feel the upper half of my body solid as usual but the lower part, the part that was now in the soil, was moving like the soil moves with all the microbes and tiny life forms that make up the soil. So even as I had the sensation of losing myself into the earth, in effect – dying, the peace I was experiencing and the feeling of being transformed into the living soil made the transition from life to death XE "death"  seem  more like a transition from life to life. …Needless to say I’ve come from this experience with new and increased awareness of the living soil I’m walking on, and when I get home I’m going to throw out all of the lawn chemicals I’ve been using for so many years, and one of my commitments (made at the end of the ritual) is to start a garden and a compost pile with my kids. 

By far the type of experience recounted most often by initiates is the “life-review”. This phenomenon is in many ways similar to that of people that go through a near death XE "death"  experience (NDE) in which during the course of only a few seconds their lives flash before their eyes like a movie run at super high speed. This type of life-review spurred by a NDE often results in an “awakening” inside the person that marks a major turning point in their life, and subsequent changes in lifestyle and a deepening of relationships at a personal level.

Having personally passed through four separate NDE’s, (two as a result of automobile accidents, one from a rock climbing incident, and one at the hands of the Wirrarika XE "Wirrarika"  hikuri XE "hikuri" ) while also having similar experiences while buried in the earth, I can say, at least for me, that there are similarities in the two experiences, but also some significant differences. The NDE life-review is super fast, even though while you are living it it may seem much longer. Although each of my four life-review experiences brought on NDE’s were unique in feeling, in many ways they all felt like a sort of purging of my conscious life experiences before my consciousness would move to another realm or be obliterated. In each case the awareness that the end of what I call “me” was about to happen was undeniably real and the resulting effects (as of course I didn’t die) were powerful to the point that in each case I came from the experience a changed person with renewed motivations and inspiration. 

In contrast I would say that the life-review experience that happens in the tomb is more comparable to experiences recounted in last few days or hours of a terminally ill person. In this case the person approaches death XE "death"  gradually and has the chance (if they take it) to review their life more slowly, to make amends with people, resolve inner conflicts, etc. In fact, sometimes initiates of the burial ritual complain that during a life-review experience they got “stuck” along the way, sometimes in a very uncomfortable spot. This is something I’ve never heard of during the life-review in a NDE. Also, it is often reported during the life-review in the burial ritual that life experiences that were apparently forgotten by the initiate were suddenly resurrected, and in most cases the forgotten moments were very poignant to the future growth of the initiate. 

From Dave:


I woke up and I felt like I couldn’t breathe right. In fact I think I started hyperventilating.  The next thing I knew I was seeing my life flash before my eyes but it lasted only an instant. When it was over I felt spent and I just laid there like a wet noodle. I could breathe again and for that I was happy. …after a while I began to think about what had happened and I felt sorry that the “flash of my life” went by so quick so I decided to try to consciously make it happen again. I couldn’t. But what I did do was start remembering what I saw from the “flash” and then extend some of those memories out into the full drama of what they were about. It was the most incredible experience because almost every one of the moments ended up with me remembering something that happened that I completely had forgotten about. Or I finally realized the complete situation where before I really didn’t understand. I also remembered things I had forgotten about my Father but they were mostly good things. And I also remembered things from college, a lot of them were things I did that I had forgotten because I was drunk or stoned. But in each moment I discovered something about myself that I didn’t really own up to until now. But now that I know them I feel different and more confident about myself.


The life-review experience can happen in many different ways while in the grave. Sometimes the experience unfolds while the initiate is asleep or in a half-sleep state. Other times it happens in between moments of being awake and asleep, or even as a kind of dialog between the earth and the initiate.


From Sarah:


Mother Earth why am I such a selfish person? I always hide from doing things unless they benefit me. I feel resentful for all the crap I’ve been through. Why can’t I be different? I’ve never truly done anything to help anyone my entire life.

Sarah that’s not true. Don’t you remember what you did for Jason (my brother who was four years old at the time) when you were 8 years old?

No. What do you mean?

Don’t you remember when a friend of your dad’s came to the fourth of July party on his motorcycle and he parked it in the driveway. Everyone came out to the front of the house to see the motorcycle but when they all went back to the party Jason stayed near the motorcycle and he began touching it all over. You saw him doing it while you were standing in the garage. Then you watched as he was about to touch the hot exhaust pipe. You knew he would get burned so you ran over and grabbed him, but as you did  your ankle hit the pipe and got burned. You cried out and when your mom came she helped you with the burn but your parents scolded you for touching the motorcycle and you never told them you were just helping Jason. I don’t think that was very selfish.

Ok. Well I forgot about that until now…


What about the time in 5th grade. You helped your friend cheat on the test because you knew that her dad was hitting her because of her bad grades. But you got caught cheating and you took all the blame so she wouldn’t get hit. That wasn’t very selfish.


Oh yeah…


In Sarah’s case she entered into a dialog in which she remembered dozens of events during the course of her life where she actually did something nice for other people but somehow or another got blamed, took the punishment, or came away from the experience with a less than positive feeling and therefore habitually only associated those experiences with the end result of being hurt, while at the same time she habitually discounted her original selfless action that got her into the mess in the first place. Having spent a significant amount of time with Sarah before the Embrace of the Earth rite it was clear that she felt like a victim of life’s circumstances and she wore around a thick and hard covering to protect herself. After the burial there was a marked difference in her attitude and even in her appearance as she began to prefer wearing much more feminine XE "feminine"  clothes and it actually seemed like many years of aging were removed her face. 


The question and answer dialog has been found to be one of the best ways to get the most from this ritual especially for those who are passing through a difficult life period. In the above case the dialog ran it’s own spontaneous course but frequently the question and answer dialog is structured by the initiate’s preparing of specific questions before entering the tomb and then bringing them in writing into the tomb to use during the night. These questions are of the most personal nature XE "nature" , and experience has shown that the more specific the question the more specific the answer. Generally phrased questions usually receive general or vague responses. 


Throughout the years of listening to initiates describe the question and answer process that goes on inside the tomb one of the striking parallels is between the outcome of the dialog and the transformational metaphor of passing from fragmentation to wholeness. This is a recurrent theme in shamanic initiations as well as ancient mystical traditions and stems from the idea that fragmented parts of our psyche can be joined together and made whole again thereby moving a person from a disjointed or confused state of being into a more harmonious and centered perspective. This is a particularly valuable experience especially for our lives in the modern fast-paced world where we sometimes feel split and scattered and not sure if we are coming or going. Our modern lives so frequently ask that we wear many different hats all at the same time and often these separate roles become at odds with each other and we end up feeling torn and pulled and stretched to the breaking point. 


A significant aspect to the Embrace of the Earth rite is that the unique qualities of the soil XE "soil"  and being buried in the earth come together to form an experience that is so “grounded” that it directly promotes the gathering up and pulling together of the splintered and fragmented pieces of our psyche and soul. This process is often described as re-remembering who you really are.


From Brian:


And then it hit me – WHAM! My mental masturbation was a direct result of male ego fragmentation. I was put in a situation by society, by my parents, and by my own doing, that asked me to be too many people all at the same time but not one of them was who I really wanted to be. Some of those pieces were me, or included me, but others were just made up. My mind was constantly engaged in a never ending pattern of multi-tasking to the point that I never stop to see and feel who I REALLY am! WOW this is great. I can even see myself multi-tasking when I am meditating or practicing Thai Chi.. I can see how I do it all the way to when I finally fall asleep at night, many times with the help of a pill. However, while realizing this I can also see back to the time when I wasn’t like this. I see a little boy who is intently concentrating on just one thing. I used to concentrate on my toy cars, or my dog, or the tire swing, not all of them at the same time. That is who I really am. That little kid that gets the most out of each situation before moving onto the next. I can feel him inside of me. I can feel the earth pressing my body from the outside so that I feel the center core of my absolute being. I’ve never felt anything like this before. Thank you Mother-Father Earth!


Healing ourselves from fragmentation also comes in another manner as we see that the splinters of our lives are not just pieces formed from attempting too many activities but they also result from intentionally or unintentionally hiding those parts of ourselves we can’t face.  Without going into a long discussion about Jungian shadow philosophy suffice it to say that reconciling with the shadow aspects of our psyche is in many cases facilitated by the ritual burial experience. This happens in myriad ways but one common component seems to be that being in the grave for an extended period of time places everything in perspective. While in the ground everything comes together and becomes equal. Everything is equally relevant and irrelevant. There is no one to project my feelings onto, and no one there for me to mirror. My mirror is the earth and my reflection is the universe. 


From Susan:


In my grave there are no opposites. There is no up and there is no down. There are no shadows without light, so shadows and light must be part of the same thing. If I can except my light than I must accept my shadow because they emerge from the same place.  


From Dave:


At one moment during the early morning, having spent about 7 hours in my tomb, I realized that forgiving my mother was not something I had to do in front of her face to face. Even though I hope to have the courage to do that someday. What was more important was just the fact that I could see clearly that my resentment and anger towards her didn’t amount to a hill of beans because all it was doing all these years was dragging me down. As I lay in this tomb surrounded by dirt and staring up at the planks of wood and dirt of the ceiling the feelings about her that are usually so close at hand are now very far off, almost like they don’t matter or can’t touch me. I can’t even make myself feel mad at her right now because the whole thing has lost importance. The important thing is what I do when I get out of here. Not carrying around my feelings of a hurtful and neglectful past. I feel like something inside me is different. Less petty. More real…

In terms of moving from fragmentation to wholeness, or reconciling with our hidden or shadow sides, the burial ritual almost always has a positive influence as these themes are integrated into the initiates lives after they leave the tomb. The underlying physical structure of the ritual simply perpetuates wholeness and grounding. In some way the earthy cocoon of the grave compresses our energetic field so that even if we don’t have visions or receive answers we still come out feeling different, more confident, at ease, peaceful. Some describe it as being engulfed in the loving embrace of the earth. Others feel it as overcoming their greatest fears or pulling through a great challenge. 

From Ellen:


It’s almost time to get out of my grave. For about an hour now I have perceived the light of dawn through my air hole but now there is no denying that the sun has just risen. Rays of light are entering my grave through the small hole. I can here James and his helpers beginning to get people out of the tombs. I look around my tomb and begin to gather my few items. I feel disappointed. I got no answers. I slept most of the night. No meaningful dreams, no visions. Right now the whole thing feels like a big waste of time. I’m dirty, hungry, and thirsty, and I’m sure we have more work to do. Maybe this would have been better if I had prepared more. If I was more clear. If I had spoken more truthfully to the fire. Probably not. This is how it always is for me. I get all wound up over something and then in the end I just get disappointed. Then I usually hide my disappointment because I don’t want others to think I couldn’t do it or that I failed. So then I lie. I don’t want it to be this way anymore…

Ellen tried to hide her disappointment in front of the others but it didn’t work. In front of the fire and your companions in this ritual there is only one way you can be: real. So she cried about her disappointment and she talked with the group and the fire and she made a valiant effort in the final activities. A few weeks later I received a note from her:

My time in the womb of the Earth was an experience I will never forget and it has been a gift to me everyday since I did it. Looking back, I have never felt so peaceful as that night wrapped in the arms of my true mother. I felt safe, and strangely comfortable. My tomb/womb was a miraculous gift from the Goddess. It is permanently etched into my mind. Every rock (even the ones sticking in my back that I hated then but love now), every root, every hue of clay, soil XE "soil" , and mud, every smell, and sound, I will never forget. My lesson was that I can be loved, that I deserve to be loved, and that I want to be loved. Mother Earth gave me an awesome gift – she woke me up silently and without me even knowing…

Emergence


It may sound hard to believe but when the time has finally come to get out of the tomb most people don’t want to leave just yet. After spending the whole night in their cocoon it has become part of them, or they of it. With the morning light of a new day streaming in through the air hole the tomb doesn’t seem quite so menacing or intense. When leading a group through this rite of passage I always try to feel how the group is doing in the moments right before emergence and weigh that against the experiences of the night. Does it feel like one of the group needs or wants to come out first, or right away? Or does it feel like they want or need to stay buried for a little while longer? Normally it is clear how long to wait. When the time comes I go to the first grave and gently tell the initiate that it’s time to emerge. I give brief instructions as to how I will get them out, tell them to cover their eyes, and as a last instruction I suggest that when the passage is made for them to come out, and they are ready, to crawl out of the grave, stand up with their arms and fingers outstretched to the sky and pronounce “HERE I AM, FOR THE FIRST TIME!” or something similar…


From Walter:


James came for me and uncovered an opening at the top of my tomb. After I finished scribbling down my visions, I stood up and shouted “This is the first day of the rest of my life!!!” What a great feeling to come out and be there in nature XE "nature" . I felt like Adam. Not only was this my first day alive, but I also felt like the first person to be alive! I felt emotional, like a happy crying feeling. I sat there for a while, enjoying being alive and not ready to leave my grave just yet…

From Janet:


The answers to my questions, my visions, hopes, and dreams came to me during the night in the form of many songs. My latest song came in the pre-dawn light as the little birds began to sing in the trees near to the grave site and I heard a flock of geese fly overhead. Even though I had a few rough moments during the night and some of my songs were accompanied by great pain and remorse, now that the time draws near to come out I feel like I could stay in here a long time more. Especially if I had a yogurt and some fresh water! 


Now I can actually here the others being taken out of the tombs. Some of them are greeting the sun and singing. I don’t feel like coming out. It’s so nice and cozy in here. Now that the ritual is over I wish I could just stay in here and sleep for a few hours. Or is it that I just don’t want to face the world just yet? Being with people has never been very easy for me. I need another song. A song of rebirth, of a new life. James just came and I asked him if I can stay a few more minutes. I’m not ready yet…


Although in some cases such as the above experience of Janet I allow an initiate some extra time in the tomb, for first time initiates it is extremely important that they re-birth, emerge from the womb, and cut the umbilical cord as part of the ritual and in the company of both the living beings of the land and their human companions. Too many adults of our culture are adolescents in adult bodies. This ritual marks a significant transformation for those individuals and for the others it is important to simply put the experiences of the grave in perspective and walk out into the world to begin reintegration.


At this point in the ritual many possibilities emerge. In the best case scenario we would have at least the whole day to fill in the tombs, perform a ritual that incorporates submerging in the water of a stream or lake, sharing a light meal, and discussing the trials and tribulations of integrating the experiences of the burial into our daily lives. At the very least we restore the area as close as we can to how we found it and have a brief ceremony and discussion before departing. In any case, the first hour or two after you emerge from the tomb will be very special. Words appear in the air again, hugs are received and given, laughter and smiles are shared, and the eyes of your companions will reflect your journey. You are back in the world of people and the most difficult part of the ritual has just begun – taking your experience with you and not forgetting.

Integration


 While integrating back into society you must not let your visions disperse or be rendered useless by letting the world of others suck them dry. While at first it is normal to feel happy about emerging and being with people again, it is important to remember that you emerge from the tomb in a very receptive energetic state. You are like a child again in the sense of being very impressionable and innocent. The ritual time has cleansed away a large portion of your normal defenses and left your true being to shine out ever more brightly. Now the trick is to remaining shining.


Upon your return home you will probably feel glad but also alienated. You had left  home to go find something and now that you are back you are not he same. While you and your home were once one and the same, now you are different and so you begin walking in two different worlds. The first world is the sacred XE "sacred"  ritual time of the ceremony which you just passed through. Your magic time spent with the earth and fire, sun and wind, with your companions and with your spirit XE "spirit" . But the second world of “civilized” people and time schedules is calling you back and you must go. That is the way it is, you go to the rite of passage to submerge in the first world and be born anew into the second. Now your job begins as you walk in the second world and try to balance it with the first. 


Along the way it will help you to reconnect with the experiences of the rite of passage by periodically going to a quiet place in nature XE "nature"  and reflecting about the process as you place your hands into the soil XE "soil" . In this way you can keep the experience close to your heart and also give yourself the opportunity to remember, relive, or integrate any experiences of the rite that may have remained obscure for any reason. Another way to do this is to reconnect with the fire that was present that whole night.


Once your visions have been internalized you walk the world carrying them with you but now it is up to you to make them manifest in this world. This requires action. It is very rare when a rite of passage provides all the answers or visions that you are seeking, the rite is an ongoing process and it helps you to see what you couldn’t before. And spur you onward. Sometimes you will stumble, but it is those moments when the energy of the rite is there for you. The rite has shown you your true potential, and nothing can stop you from emerging. 


From Susan:


Re-entry into my life has been difficult. I had a long drive home which helped. I kept yelling out the car window “Here I am for the first time!”. The colors of the trees, bright reds, yellows, rusts, felt like big hands holding me and I had tears in my eyes thinking about how loving and supportive Mother Earth is to us. As I drove into town the first thing I saw was a man throwing his cigarette butt out his car window. I was furious, honked and yelled at him not to do that. I felt very protective of the Earth mother and was thrown back into my life right away. I kept thinking about wanting to be back inside the earth. 


I’ve made considerable effort to continue the exercise of the 5 gates and I’ve dealt directly with my mom and dad and my ex to realize the dream visions of my tomb. I’ve been disappointed but also made good progress in some other things in my life. Months later the experience is still very much a part of me, it is embedded in my psyche, and I continue to reflect on the entire experience. It is nothing less than amazing and I can’t wait to do it again. I can’t say that all of my prayers and questions have been answered, however I do know that participating in the Embrace of the Earth ceremony has helped me to discover what I may not have been able to otherwise. And that is a great gift… THANK YOU!

� Ralph Metzner. The Unfolding Self (Novato, CA: Origin Press 1998)
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