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What Others are Saying About The Lonely Place
Once in a long while a book comes along that tells us something new and important about the society in which we live. Jamie Lee’s book on rites of passage (and the lack of them) in western society today is in this class. It gives us a new tool with which to see ourselves and our culture. Using her deep comprehension of American Indian culture as a baseline, she brings a new clarity to the mainstream culture. Lucid and exciting to read, it clarifies important aspects of who and what we are today, and gives us clues to what we may yet become.
Dr. Lawrence LeShan (author of The
Psychology of War, Cancer as a Turning
Point) NY, NY)
The “Generation Gap” has existed in Western Culture for many years, indeed for many centuries, but is more acute than ever in the 21st century. Patricia Jamie Lee describes how bright-eyed babies often turn into sullen teenagers. More important, she tells her readers what can be done about it. By reviewing the rituals used by Native peoples, and by revisiting their wisdom, she presents practical approaches that harness the power of love, and evoke challenges that empower rather than overwhelm today’s youth, too many of whom are falling through the cracks of a culture that is badly torn and in need of mending.~
Dr. Stanley Krippner, PhD (Co-editor, The
Psychological Impact of War Trauma
On Civilians.) Saybrook Inst., SF, CA
This book is very helpful in probing the perils and problems and joys of adolescence in a toxic society, and I heartily recommend it to those who care about our youth.
Stephen R. Sroka, Ph.D.,
President, Health Education
Consultants, Adjunct Asst. Prof.,
Case Western Reserve University
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Introduction
For the past several years I’ve been haunted by a young fourteen-year-old girl that I never met. Gina Score died in a boot camp training school in Plankinton, SD1. Her family, from a small eastern South Dakota town, was like many families from the Midwest. Generally, we live simple lives here, but Gina somehow got off on the wrong foot—like others of us did at her age. She did some shoplifting, skipped school, and got herself into trouble with the police. In July of 1999, she was put in the boot camp in an attempt to ‘shape her up’ and get her back on the right track. Fashioned after the model of military training, boot camp for teens is not summer camp.
Five days after Gina arrived in Plankinton the girls from Cottage B, fifteen of them in all, went on an early morning run down a road outside the complex. Both the temperature and the humidity were about seventy. Gina, weighing over two hundred pounds, couldn’t complete the run. When she collapsed, the staff counselors thought she was faking it and let her lie there in the sun—for three hours. Eyewitnesses reported that Gina roused herself once, tried to make it the last 100 feet to her cottage, but collapsed again. Her skin was pale, her lips blue, and she had urinated on herself. Still, the staff did nothing.
When the paramedics were called at last, Gina was taken by ambulance to the hospital, but on the way her heart gave out. Paramedics tried to revive her but the damage was too severe—her internal body temperature had topped the thermometer at 108 degrees.
This will be the most depressing and devastating story I’ll tell here because Gina’s story is the reason I finally finished this book. I can’t get her off my mind. After researching kids and culture for over ten years, it was Gina who finally pushed me out of analysis and into action.
Our children suffer. A shocking five million plus have been diagnosed as ADD or ADHD and placed on Ritalin2. Suicide is now the third most common cause of death for young people3. Two hundred thousand young people are incarcerated each year, with 84,000 of them placed in solitary confinement for twenty-four hours or more4.
There is, of course, no easy answer to the challenges our current culture presents to its young. We can’t simply pack a bag and send them off to seek their fortune. Something much more complex is required.
As I began writing this book I found myself grappling with fundamental questions sweetly reminiscent of my own youth. Why am I here? What have I come to do? Do I have the right or the duty to decide for anyone what is best for them—even my own children? Is it possible to be guide, mentor and eventually Elder to those who now travel the paths I walked earlier? What are the golden links between mind, body, spirit, family, and culture?
It’s as if in searching for the right initiation for my growing children I was, myself, initiated.
This is not just a book but the story of a book which took me over ten years to write. The journey has not been an easy one. It seems we are training our young people to be violent, alone, and dead to the world. They are in the lonely place. From early childhood on our children face a barrage of violent images on television, video games, and the internet. They watch ridiculous programs where the children act big, the parents act stupid and the whole family is clueless. They attend schools where earnest educators attempt to stuff information into their brains without thought of the natural human learning process.
Growing children into conscious, healthy adults is the web which connects to all aspects of our current culture. There are no easy answers. This effort, I hope, will be part of a long, honest cultural conversation about what we need to do to ensure a healthy future for our young people.
The messages of this book will seem confusing or contradictory at times. They will push against the tidal wave of negative energy flowing out toward our young. They will examine the tendency toward pathological diagnoses and the criminalization of the adolescent—as if being a teen were a sickness or a crime. They will challenge us to search our own development for signs of the uninitiated adult within.
I will also contradict myself by suggesting first that we do as the Lakota mothers do for their littlest ones—call them dear, sweet and precious one to pull their little spirits tightly to us. Then I’ll tell suggest that with our teens we must push them hard with strong tests and challenges. And finally, for those on the edge of adulthood, I suggest we bless them—and then get out of their way and stop doing for them what they should be doing for themselves.
Throughout these chapters I will wander through the many fields of science, medicine, psychology, and spiritual thought. At one point I will venture into the Family constellation of the German psychotherapist, Bert Hellinger.5 At another point, I will build a map that orients us to the higher levels of development. The desired end result of all of these seemingly varied topics is to build and strengthen the cultural cradle that contains the child and his family and our culture.
In the chapters to follow there are many references to the public radio series my husband, Milt, and I produced called Oyate Ta Olowan—The Songs of the People. This series consists of fifty-two public radio documentary programs on Native American music and stories. Over five years we traveled deeply into Indian country to meet and interview The Oyate, which means “The People” in Lakota. This incredible journey taught me much, and I gratefully acknowledge all the Elders and teachers who have contributed to the information presented here.
I would like to dedicate this book to my three children, Nichol, Lisa, and Thomas who have taught me so much about becoming a human being. Without you guys, my life would have been a desert.
Chapter 1
Through The Tipi to the Rising Sun
On a slope of Bear Butte, a gentle mountain in South Dakota, a young man awaits the vision that will organize and guide his life. For four days he will fast, pray, and sleep alone under the night sky. At the base of the mountain, his family and friends wait for him.
On a sandy stretch of land in Arizona just north and east of Phoenix, a young woman dressed in white buckskin wears an abalone shell like a crown on her forehead, and carries a crooked staff. For four days she chants, prays, and dances as her family and friends gather around to support her.
On a beach in northern Minnesota, a young woman takes a dare and drinks a quart of Southern Comfort. She nearly dies. In the emergency room, her family and friends wipe tears and pray—that she will live through the night.
On a street in Los Angeles, a young man takes a gun and shoots a rival gang member. His buddies accept him but two families gather now—one for a trial, one for a funeral.
As unlikely as it sounds, there is a common denominator here. All four young people are performing a ritual, or a rite of passage, that has developed in the culture that surrounds them. All four have responded to something deep within themselves that says there must be a passage from childhood to adulthood. The difference is that the young man on the mountain and the young woman in white buckskin were raised in a culture that recognizes—and prepares itself—for this powerful event.
The need is real. It captures us all, sending us through a second birth canal toward the makings of soul that gives our life meaning. I still remember that gnawing feeling of restless desire, wanting answers, and pushing against constraint. As young people, we walked lonely roads or beaches staring out at starry night skies and wondering what . . . what . . . does it all mean? What have I come here to do? We found all of our boundaries and then tested them. We forced our parents to lie awake far into the night wondering and praying that we would make it home . . . this time.
It happened to all of us, but somewhere along the historical trail, the massive, brilliant energy of adolescence became something to fear and dread rather than to nurture and guide. Society began the nasty game of passing the buck; the church should take care of it, the family, the schools, and the politicians . . . no . . . it’s up to the law. And while we quibbled and blamed, our children stopped becoming young men and women and became teenagers.
This topic was of special interest to me not just as an educator and scholar, but also as a parent. When I first began this book, my three children were moving toward adulthood. I was consumed with the question of “What do they need?” in order to make a strong passage from my home to one of their own making.
During the recording of the Oyate series, we had the opportunity to attend an Apache Sunrise Ceremony1 performed as an initiation ritual for a young girl. This beautiful and complex rite of passage ceremony is filled with small, intricate pieces of which I can only give you my experience as an outsider to that culture.
We arrived at the ceremonial grounds just outside of Ft. McDowell, Arizona at sunrise on the second day of the ceremony. The young girl being initiated was dressed in a beautiful white buckskin dress and tall moccasins with a piece of gleaming abalone adorning her forehead. She looked ageless, a portrait drawn into the lost pages of some beautiful storybook. Family members, mostly women, surrounded her. The sandy, desert ceremonial grounds were filled with her community—there to share her experience and to support her through it.
The ceremony went on day and night with a dozen or more male singers chanting endless repetitive melodies that stir the blood and awaken the senses. At night, a huge bonfire was built. Mysterious crown dancers came out dressed in dark regalia and wearing tall, elaborate crowns. It is said that the crown dancers take on the spirits of the surrounding mountains during the ceremony, and when it’s over, the crowns are hidden in the mountains and never used again. Throughout the long days of dancing, the girl carries a crooked staff with a feather dangling from it. As she steps the endless beat, she pounds the staff on the earth.
I watch, wondering if she is tired, how long has she danced . . . can she go on? I also wonder what private things her aunties and grandmothers have told her about becoming a woman. It is said that during the time of the ceremony, the young girl becomes a healer. Members of the tribe bring their babies and their ill Elderly family members to be healed by her.
During the ceremony I can see the girl is transformed by this whole experience. She is no longer a girl—and certainly not a teenager or an adolescent—but someone else. Her eyes appear to see far beyond the ceremonial grounds and the people around her.
Toward the end of the ceremony, the girl is placed on her knees facing the sun. An aunt, her mentor, supports her from behind as the girl dances from her knees, raising her hands again and again towards the sky. At last, the Medicine Man brings out a basket of corn pollen paint and a brush, and paints her face and head with this thin yellowish mud. I watch and am transfixed. As the mud dries, she looks ancient, timeless—as if carved on a sandstone wall and left there for eternity. When the painting is completed, the Medicine Man turns to the crowd and flicks the loaded brush into the crowd until we, too, are painted.
This astounding ceremony has only one purpose—to assist that young girl into her maturity, to guide her in the passage from girl to woman. The weeks of planning, the tremendous expense of feeding the crowds and preparing for the ceremony are all taken on by her family in order that she may have this important experience of the soul.
I was touched to the core by this ceremony. Deep in my heart I longed to offer such a transformation to my own daughters—or to myself. I realized that I was grieving for the young girl in me still awaiting such an event. I wanted feathers and visions and long dark nights in a tipi under a wide, black sky. I was also grieving for the parent in me who wanted heavenly creatures to dance out of the dark and speak to my children in mysterious languages that only he or she would understand. I wanted the mysteries of the universe to unfold their secrets for my children so that they might suffer less from this human condition than I have.
When comparing this beautiful ceremony to my own passage, I found, sadly, that there was no comparison. For me, womanhood brought only an unexplained feeling of shame. Beginning menstruation was a fearful time, and growing breasts brought only disrespect, sexual innuendo, teasing, and crass new words like “boobs” and “tits.” In sixth and seventh grade, we had a gym teacher who would not allow a menstruating girl to swim. She sent us to an open study hall filled with taunting boys who knew exactly why we were there. There was no honor in that moment.
After attending the Sunrise Ceremony, I felt robbed, ripped off by a culture that couldn’t see me at that age. I also walked away from that night determined to discover ways to strengthen the cultural cradle so that my children, and their children, could experience this important transition like the young Apache girl stepping through the tipi to the rising sun.
In addition to the Sunrise Ceremony, our extensive travels into Indian Country gave my husband and me the chance to see what many native people are still doing for their young—rituals and ceremonies with no equivalent in the melting pot of mainstream America. We watched dedicated Hopi girls and boys learn the Butterfly dance. We stood under a star-studded sky on the northern coast of California watching a young Hupa girl perform her first ceremonial dance dressed in buckskin stitched heavily with glowing white shells. We attended small community powwows and watched the young native boys and girls shed their baggy jeans and T-shirts and adorn themselves with the fine regalia of their ancestors.
When I compare all this to the little that we in mainstream America have to offer, it nearly makes me weep. Our culture and, sadly, many remaining indigenous cultures, are no longer connected to their tribal ways. What remains of our rite of passage rituals have been badly diluted, reduced to such minor markers as getting a driver’s license, going to prom, getting a diploma, etc.
Today, our culture is riddled with the shards and pieces of initiation rituals. I view these remnants as an archeologist might view an old city buried beneath a windswept, sandy plain. There, in the humps and bumps that remain, is the record of what was once a living, active civilization.
Exploring the way a youth emerges out of childhood to take his or her rightful place as an adult in the community is not a simple task. It forces us to examine both modern and ancient ways of being, to evaluate and deter-mine what is important—and what is simply flotsam. It also forces us, as adults, to look into the hidden corners of our own development.
As a culture, instead of honoring and teaching our youth, we have fallen into the bad habit of shunning and discounting the vibrant and sometimes aching needs young people have. Adolescence is not an aberration, not just a loud squawk on the human behavior scale but a potent and sometimes agonizing leap toward adulthood. It is an event that crosses all cultural boundaries from country to country, race to race, and past to present. Making this leap requires every ounce of courage and strength we can muster. Michael Ventura (1994)2, a provocative therapist and writer, said of our society:
They fail to understand that a psychic structure that has remained constant for 100,000 years is not likely to be altered in a generation by stimuli that play upon its surfaces. What’s really going on is very different. The same, raw, ancient content is surging through youth’s psyches, but adult culture over the last few centuries has forgotten how to meet, guide, and be replenished by its force.
If the event itself (adolescence) remains unchanged throughout history, then the problems exploding in our young people must come from the way that we greet the event. We won’t erase adolescence by ignoring it or by dismissing it. We must meet it head on. Not only that, we must meet it with great respect and love.
During the early stages of research into this project, I had my seventeen-year-old daughter take a tape deck to her high school and ask her classmates, “What do you think adults think of you?” The responses were shocking. “They think we’re losers. Nothing. Worse than nothing. They think we are worthless.” One young man said that when he walks down the street, adults sometimes cross the street to avoid meeting him head on.
Ventura (1994) said:
When we don’t have apt words for something, it’s because of an unspoken collective demand to avoid thinking about it. That’s how scary ‘adolescence’ is. Which is also to say, that’s how scary our very own unspeakable adolescence was . . . What we cannot face when we cannot face the young is, plainly, ourselves.
Are we afraid to face our own undeveloped, uninitiated adolescent selves? How many of us are still caught in the cusp between childhood and adulthood, unable to fully make the crossing, stopped by fear, unpolished understanding, and selfish, childish desires? It would explain the current dilemma. Ventura reminded us that, “Tribal adults didn’t run from this moment in their children as we do; they celebrated it. They would assault their adolescents with, quite literally, holy terror; rituals that had been kept secret from the young till that moment. . . .”
Fascinated by what Ventura said about assaulting our young, I thought of the students at the high school my children attended. They drive around in their SUV’s and new Hondas wearing designer clothes and carrying cell phones. This image and the word “assault” clearly don’t line up.
During this same time I also spoke with several classes of juniors and seniors at the local high school. After some discussion of rites of passage, I asked them outright, “Suppose I gave you a task that was so difficult and so challenging that, when you had completed it, you would know without a doubt that you had been completely transformed. How many of you would take the challenge?” Their hands shot into the air. It still raises the hair on my arms to recall that energy. These kids want—no, need—the defining, transformative experience.
The critical question here is how can we create what we did not experience and can no longer recall from our own cultural roots? This question stopped me cold for many years. In America our roots are sometimes shallow or even broken. Ancient rite of passage rituals arise from a deeply rooted traditional culture, and many of us have lost that connection.
Can we recreate what has been lost? And what would a modern day rite of passage ritual look like? How would it take place?
The Cradle of Culture
Culture is a multifaceted word. For some it means such things as art, literature, and theater. For others it means the social structures and morals that bind us, and for still others it is ethnic, tied to our ancestral roots. For most of us, however, our culture is unclear and blurred, like a watercolor painting on which a glass of water has been spilled. If we are to explore, with any effectiveness, the re-building of a strong culture that knows how to respond to its young, we must know first of which we speak. Culture, community, society—what do all these words mean?
In Chevak, Alaska, there is a small Chup’ik village planted up near the Bering Sea that is accessible only by small plane. On a collection trip for Oyate, we stayed in the home economics room of the local school, sleeping on nap mats and cooking our packaged food on one of the many available stovetops. The village children, young and old, followed us at every turn, drilling us about who we were, and what we were doing there. Their trust and openness was astounding. I yearned to know what right combination of community gave them such faith that the world was a good and safe place.
The first evening several of the young teens were preparing to perform a traditional dance at the Alaskan Federation of Natives in Anchorage. We joined the Elders and community members watching them dance. The boys wore white chuspic smocks and jeans, and the girls had on calico chuspics and headpieces trimmed with caribou fur. It was amazing to watch them dance with precise, disciplined moves to the loud thrumming of four wide-rimmed drums. It was graceful, beautiful . . . peaceful.
The image that stayed with me most strongly, however, was the row of Elders against the far wall, all there to train and teach the young people. There was something so right in that image; the young under direct tutelage of the Elders. At the end of the line of Elderly men hitting the drum was a single young drummer following their moves.
A few nights later I lay awake in a hotel in Anchorage thinking about this book on adolescent rites of passage. Oddly, I found myself jealous of the Chupiks, the Inuits, the Athabascans, the Lakotas—so many indigenous people who, in spite of the ravages of the past 500 years, still hold fast to a culture that includes far more than the language and music. They have a sense of identity that stretches back thousands of years. They have their Elders lined up against the wall watching them dance and sing. I thought about my own mixed-blood background and realized that all that remains of my original culture is the knowledge of how to make lefse. There are no Elders, no rituals, no safe borders to define who I am, and no cultural memory beyond my own generation. Rather, I’m liquefied in the great melting pot that is rapidly reaching melt down. I am an American.
Most Americans of European decent are several centuries away from their own indigenous, tribal cultures. There is no memory of the rites and rituals that may have been practiced in small German, Norwegian, or Irish villages, no knowledge of ancestral stories, and no recollection of the mysticism or songs that led their own ancestors into maturity with a sense of identity and connection. With the great migration from Europe to America, often driven by famine, hardship and war, the ancestral, indigenous cultures that were perhaps thousands of years old were shattered as the masses boarded those ships and left their homelands. This is true also for many who left or were forced from their homelands in Africa, Spain, Asia, and on and on.
Only a few American ethnic cultures still have Elder-based initiation and rituals to support the young person in his or her passage into adulthood. My Internet searches uncovered many movements within the African-American, Latino and Native American cultures to return to the use of these ancient rituals of initiation for the young. I celebrate these movements and demand the same for all children.
The primary question here, however, is can we recreate what has been lost? Is it possible to establish a new traditional and tribal culture where children are valued and not lumped into the amorphous category called teenager? Can we put the Elders back in the position of respect as guides and teachers of the next generation? Can we fashion a culture where adults once again feel connected to the land, to themselves, and to the great mystery and presence that is generically called God or The Great Spirit? Can our modern culture, shattered like a broken mirror, regain or recreate a cultural cradle rich with rituals and traditions that will return us to the natural rhythms of the world? And finally, if such rituals and traditions could be brought back into force, what would they look like? What would this modern day initiation and rite of passage look like?
Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush
Frustrated by all of these very difficult questions, I at last turned to my own adolescent children. I began listening to their struggles and closely watching their movements thinking that, if I am patient, they will show me what they need most.
Over several months, and then years, I stopped giving them the answers and began, instead, telling them more stories about my own rough waters, about the many difficult choices and decisions I’d made in my life. Many nights we talked until late into the night about how a person fashions a life out of the raw materials we are given. Their level of inquiry and interest in philosophical and moral issues impressed me. My daughter was struggling with several friends who were using crack cocaine and ecstasy—into the rave scene. She was worried about them. My son, a pragmatist at heart, wondered why the heck they didn’t just knock it off.
I also began taking the advice of the Elders we’d met in Indian country. “Let the young people do the hard stuff,” they said. Let them do all the little tasks and decisions buried within each day. Don’t do it for them! I started to see that doing it for them was a way of cheating them of their initiation period. Young people need to test their wings, to discover the scope and range of their own abilities. When, as a parent, I take over their tasks, development stops and they become dependent children once again.
One spring I sent my son alone on a road trip to Lincoln, Nebraska, to see his sisters. Before heading out he grinned at me and said “Think of it as a rite of passage, Mom.” Thomas was sixteen years old. It was clear that he was excited—making the trip alone was a challenge. Whatever came up, he would have to deal with it. I allowed him to make that trip. Later, he spent the summer working with his father on a construction site, and I saw how beneficial it was for him to be in the good company of his father and other men. He matured greatly during that summer and even more in the following two summers. He was becoming a man.
Sadly, in the fall of 2002, his father was killed in a plane crash. It was the most horrible time of our lives, but I was incredibly grateful that Thomas had had those three summers working with his father.
Over several years I realized something good was happening in my subtle attempts to link my children more closely with their own development. That something was not happening from my studies, or from knowing the research on human development, or even from attending such rich ceremonies as the Sunrise Ceremony. The something good was happening in my own home, swirling around the many hours spent with my children talking and sorting out our daily lives. Of course, I still wanted the wide-rimmed drum, the abalone shell on my daughter’s forehead—but what I was doing was working.
The Initiatory Moment
Finally, during a collection trip to Hupa3 country in northern California, I met a teacher named David. I asked him what their tribe does for the young people in terms of a rite of passage. David was not overly talkative but eventually explained to me that the rite or ritual was not nearly as important as the right initiation. Initiation, he explained, is the intentional teaching of the young by the Elders and parents that must begin at a very early age and continue on until the child is ready to take his or her place in the community. In his culture, David explained, children are valued as holding the future of the tribe itself—but they are also firmly kept in their place by the Elders, grandparents, aunts, and uncles.
Later, as I studied the family constellation work of German psychotherapist, Bert Hellinger,4 it became clear to me how important place is within the flow of generations. Too often our children are out of order, required to care for mom and dad, one moment taking on too much, the next too little. My father used to keep us in our place by saying we were getting, “Too big for our britches.”
Talking to David helped me understand that chasing the pretty ritual or formal rite of passage was not the answer. Without initiation, the ritual is empty.
Wearily, I went back to the hundred-plus pages of this book stored on my computer and deleted all but six pages. I shifted my focus away from the difficult question of what a rite of passage ritual would look like in modern culture and began, instead, to contemplate the full meaning of initiation.
Chapter Two
Challenge—The Heart of Initiation
Malidoma Some’ (1993)1, a medicine man of the Dagara tribe in West Africa, was taken from his village at a young age and raised by missionaries. Later, in returning to his own people, Some’ discovered that his place in the village was lost to him because he had not been initiated. In spite of his advanced age, and with great determination, he underwent the arduous six-week initiation and rite of passage ritual of his tribe. When he completed it, he felt as if he was home again at last. Some’ (1994) said of our culturally disconnected country:
I don’t know yet what the content of American initiation will be, but I do know what it’s going to look like. It has to have a moment of separation from the family and the community. It has to happen in nature and be a genuinely challenging ordeal. Whatever the initiates feel before entering this cycle must be deepened to the point of transcendence, giving them the opportunity to feel whole. Finally, and most importantly, there has to be a strong community ready to welcome the survivors of the ordeal. This welcoming must be massive, not like a simple ceremony of giving a diploma, but a recognizable, wholehearted embrace and valuing of the initiate’s power to contribute to the community.
In just a few sentences, Some’ summarizes what we all need and want, no matter our age. However, it’s a real Catch 22. We can’t successfully borrow the traditions of other cultures, but many of us can’t recall our own traditions either. Are we then doomed to go through eternity performing empty rituals around meaningless Hallmark holidays—or marking our progress in small, ineffective ways while we continue searching for what we long for but cannot find?
There is a hunger in us. We need connection. We need ritual, guidance, mysticism . . . we need initiation. The more alienated and alone we feel, the more we seek a culture that can guide us. Our young, as we will explore further, feel bereft of this support. In the absence of it, they cleverly create their own subculture and design what is missing.
I recall the significant moments in my own life when an important passage was obtained. In seventh grade I bravely auditioned for a school play in order to overcome my severe shyness. With sweating palms and a pounding heart I took that script in hand and recited the lines. I gained a small role in the play and my life shifted on its axis. Later, in my early twenties I spent six months in Europe. I remember one moment in particular: I was standing alone before a train schedule in Switzerland deciding whether to take a train to Rome or Paris or Barcelona. I felt huge and alone and so excited. What a giant moment that was!
There were also times of suffering, of being uneasy and depressed, entangled in the darker underbelly of my youth culture. In the late Sixties, we sat under full moons with kegs of beer and a campfire on a beach. We sat in dark rooms reading Lao Tzu with joints of marijuana burning. As I look back at the settings we chose, the things we did, it is now clear to me that we sought a tribal presence in our lives.
One day, long after I had moved out of that treacherous era, I was substitute teaching in a high school classroom when a young man walked in with his hair in stiff, rigid spikes rising from his scalp like a helmet. I smiled inwardly. He looked both like a magnificent warrior—and a ridiculous boy—but I admired him. Oh, how I wanted to sit beside him and explain why we now-grown kids of the Sixties are so difficult to shock—our generation wrote the book on self-initiation.
On one of our collection trips we visited Atka, an island along the Aleutian chain in Alaska. The island is home to about 100 people of the Unangax2 (aka Aleut) tribe. Milt and I stayed in a small guest trailer next to the school. The wind was so fierce at times I thought that poor trailer would tumble over. The Unangax people have blended the Russian Orthodox Church with their own native traditions. We noticed many of the people, young and old, wore a small gold stud pierced beneath the lower lip. Ethan, our host, explained that there is a ritual piercing that happens in puberty to signal the beginning of adulthood.
I thought of all the young people piercing and tattooing body parts in our modern culture and saw again the driving urge we have to find a tribal sense of ourselves. Both piercing and tattooing have, for thousands of years, been part of initiation rituals in many tribal cultures across the planet. The Lakotas pierce the skin as part of the Sundance ritual; the Samoan traditional men undergo extensive tattooing over the lower part of the body.
Like so many other things, this trend toward tattooing and piercing seems to be a visible signal from the young people expressing their need to undergo some tribal ritual of belonging, a test or challenge that may even include pain in order to win their place. When that place is given too easily, without effort and challenge, it is not easily taken. At the risk of sounding trite, today’s youth are too soft, drowning in a false sense of entitlement resulting from the prize being given—but not earned. Adults often scorn these alternative practices among the young yet offer no viable alternatives.
What is this web of culture we’ve created? Does it satisfy? Does it feed not only the body but also the soul and spirit? Are you, sitting here reading this book, finding your life to be all that you had hoped it would be? The truth is, many of us are none too sure of this culture we have created or inherited. We scurry to and from jobs and activities that don’t challenge and don’t change, a dull landscape of days passing by. We make money so that we can buy stuff, and then run ourselves ragged taking care of the stuff. We seem to just go along without seriously questioning this creature of culture that we have created. We long for our own deeper initiation into something big and mysterious. We are, in fact, the uninitiated. Many of us are still in the lonely place.
Is it any wonder that the young look in our direction with doubt and mistrust in their eyes? Sometimes I simply drive around looking at the monolithic houses we’ve built and wonder what portion of body and soul (not to mention the earth’s resources) does it take to simply keep those houses standing?
When was the last time you were assaulted with a challenge so great that you were completely uncertain if you could make the grade? Did you take the challenge—or slither back to safety? How, then, can we uninitiated adults determine what a young person needs to learn? And then how do we teach and initiate them?
Asking these questions caused me to look more deeply into my own life. It wasn’t pretty. I had a dozen books on my computer that had not even been submitted because what if nobody liked them? I was afraid to make phone calls that could get me work and support my life. I had an obsession about being a nice girl. Mustn’t make anybody angry or upset. I passively waited for things to come to me instead of deciding what I wanted and working toward it.
Rather than wallow in my uninitiated swamp, I undertook several challenges myself. I began to speak more bravely, made a few people angry, finished my master’s degree, sent the books out and about, etc., etc. I haven’t died yet from taking risks—and life advances. Perhaps the hardest part of my initiation was to stand beside my young children after their father died and allow them to grieve knowing I couldn’t fix it or change it. All I could do was be there to watch them bear the unbearable.
Socrates said, “An unexamined life is not worth living.”
Initiation of the young and the final rite of passage, the event that marks the movement from childhood to adulthood, is the stuff of stories and myths found across the globe and in all forms of literature, religion and culture. Consider Jack confronting the giant at the beanstalk, David slaying Goliath, the three little pigs off to seek their fortunes, or Hansel and Gretel facing the wicked witch who would have them for supper. Consider Odysseus standing on the shore of a massive lake, undergoing one trial after another. Every culture is rich with quests, hero legends and the mythologies intended to guide our lives.
This mysterious passage is not only through time or space but is an interior journey toward a stronger sense of self, a deepening of our human experience of soul. It is the young boy facing the whale on a gray sea or the giant buffalo on a sea of pale grasses with nothing but a tiny weapon. It is the young girl moving into the mysterious arts of her sex in preparation for the great moment when she will give birth to the next generation. The themes play over and over again across the globe. A child enters a dense, dark forest—and emerges an adult. The movement has an inevitable timelessness to it.
Initiation is not just for teens. Any time we enter a new stage of life or go through a transition, we again enter a period of initiation. We must all undergo these passages. Essentially, we are climbing the ladder of the soul.
Challenge—the Heart of Initiation
As we have explored, challenge and risk-taking are the twin moons of this passage from childhood to adulthood. It is the times when we are suddenly forced to reach deeply into our reserves of memory, knowledge, and experience. With appropriate challenges, the triune brain begins to branch, grow, and explode into the frontal lobes to bring about a higher level of experience. If there is no risk and no challenge—there will be no growth.
However, growth requires incremental challenges, small steps that move ahead but do not overwhelm. When the risk is too great, we freeze. Children, especially, need strong families and a wise culture around them to guide these steps. They need to feel firmly connected first to the family and then to the culture in which they live. This web of connection provides the safety net that later allows them to walk the tightrope high above their heads. As the child grows, the level of challenge and risk can also grow and, in adolescence, there is a leap forward.
Who better to provide the safety, challenges, and the basic necessary skills than an adult or Elder who has gone the route? Throughout human history, the initiation of the young has been the responsibility of the Elders and parents of those young people.
In ancient tribal traditions, initiation and the rite of passage for the male and female children was guided by life itself. Guidance varied according to the role each was expected to play within that culture—and the roles were determined by the needs of the community.
For instance, in a culture depending upon the land for sustenance, the use of tools and weapons, the methods for successful hunting and fishing took precedence. Survival wrote the subtle laws that evolved over many, many generations, and these natural laws were then passed on to the next generation through the initiation process. However, in spite of many cultural variations, the biological laws took precedence.
Boys were taught to provide food and safety, and the girls were prepared by their Elders to have children, although all members of the community gathered food. Often the boys were challenged with harsh and stringent initiation practices. The girls generally underwent a more subtle initiation. It was not because the girls were the “weaker sex” but because the Elders knew that the young women would undergo their own trial by fire in the birthing bed. In childbirth, a woman faces death. The boys, however, needed harsher measures in order to prepare them to protect those women and children. Without this basic division of labor and expectation, there would be no clan or tribe or next generation.
I use the past tense here with some “tense” confusion and want to remind the reader, and myself, that there are still many existing traditional cultures that continue the rituals much as they have for thousands of years. However, there are also many tribal communities struggling to redefine themselves in the modern world after facing almost total cultural loss. They stand with one foot in an ancient tribal way of being, and another in the realities of this modern world. Both past and present tense are appropriate when speaking of tribal cultures.
Recently, a friend and I were talking about the state of your youth. She is Lakota and was incensed by the rate of incarceration and suicide for Indian youth. I pointed out to her the rates are extremely high for all young people. We finally agreed that if you are Indian—and adolescent—you are doubly damned in this culture.
To tribal cultures struggling to hang on to their traditions, the modern world poses a difficult challenge. For instance, the small community on Atka, while still a very closed community, is also globally wired to the modern age. They have Internet access, computers and a link to all the resources of the mainstream culture. The globalization of our modern society is becoming a major factor in how communities define themselves—and also how they can lose a sense of identity and connection. Paradoxically, the growth of the global family also demands that we redefine how we do culture and belonging.
Regardless of our rapidly changing world, it is still the family and the culture which are responsible for the many processes that turn a child into an adult. Unfortunately, we are not doing a very good job.
In this modern world, the roles between men and women have been muted and blurred. The giant Calvin Klein billboards show the girls looking like boys, the boys looking like girls and none of them looking too happy about it. Our roles are confused. This gender confusion is exacerbated by several other factors of the newly emerging world.
For instance, risk and challenge have been neutered in our liability-conscious society. We are afraid to let our young stray out into that dangerous world. We are afraid to let them risk anything for fear of being labeled a bad parent.
Organized and professional sports have replaced the hunting and warrior societies. Our collective memory as farmers or hunter/ gatherers has turned us into obsessive shoppers, constantly roaming the aisles, baskets in hand, to survey the wares provided so abundantly for us.
Sexual initiation, once a beautiful and gentle unfolding of natural procreation, has either become just another sport or a source of worry, fear and shame.
The goal of all ancient rites of initiation was to bring the child into the community as a contributing member of that community. Rather than being initiated into the role of providing assistance to the family and community, young people now hoard their first paychecks from McDonalds and Wendy’s, and plot how to spend the ‘me’ money, thus entering the role of consumer rather than contributor.
Is it any wonder that our young people are unable to determine the role they must play, unable to feel the value of their own contribution to the family and community in which they live, and unable to move fully into their own open-ended potential? In this new world, our forests have been laid over with concrete, the giants are long gone, the lands have been tamed, and the mysteries banned. We raise the sword of our own skills and find nothing huge and scary upon which to turn the blade of our own courage and character—and so we turn it on each other.
Malidoma Some’ (1994) said, “Initiation is the bridge between youth and adulthood. In my village, a person who is not initiated is considered a child, no matter how old that person is. Without initiation we cannot recall our purpose. To not be initiated is to be a nonperson.”
Extending Adolescence
It is clear that today’s adolescent is having a tough time growing up. In a summary of research on adolescent development, Frank Furstenberg3 explains that use of the word adolescence only emerges in the mid-20th century when the children no longer took their working place within the family and community but went to school instead. Furstenberg (2000) described a central paradox in this cultural shift. He said:
To a great degree, the problematic features of adolescence and the transition to adult-hood are structurally created and maintained by social institutions that isolate youth from adults; ironically, this is done to prepare them for future roles.
In other words, we have created institutions designed to advance our youth but realize too late that, when separated from adults, they become isolated and, in response, will grow their own subculture.
Adolescence, as a stage of life, was created by the shift in our culture toward formal education for all children—and away from the natural movement of the child into the role his or her parent occupies. Educational systems, as has been well documented, were created to prepare children to serve the industrial age. Unfortunately, this isolation and the creation of adolescence as a life stage have not advanced our development—they have delayed it.
Robert Bly, a well known poet and contemporary teacher, suggested in his book, The Sibling Society, that the vast majority of our population is frozen in adolescence, forever stuck with making limited choices based on “me and mine.” While Bly’s assessment may very well be correct, it presents a terribly bleak view of human development at the beginning of the new millennium. However, in societies as in individuals, crisis, breakdown and chaos are often the forerunners of transformation. Perhaps we can take hope in that and wonder what new uprising of human potential is about to unfold. Ventura (1994) said:
Adolescence is a cruel word. Its cruelty hides behind its vaguely official, diagnostic air. To say someone is ‘adolescent,’ going through ‘adolescence,’ or worse, ‘being adolescent’ is to dismiss their feelings, minimize their troubles and, (if you’re their parent) protect yourself from their uncompromising rage.
I will not spend a great deal of time here analyzing what has caused society to weaken in this way. There are enough committees, task forces, and other entities spending precious time and resources attempting to analyze the factors at play. We could spin the bottle and it would point at government, schools, television, computers, rising divorce rates—and it would change with each spin.
Playing spin the bottle won’t solve the problem. It won’t bring back what has been lost or chase away what has arrived. We can only begin by looking at what our society has become—and then take advantage of our unique, human ability to adapt to our surroundings and go from there. Biology won’t change. Adolescence won’t go away. However, culture is man-made. We determine what it is and what it will be.
Chapter Three
Pseudo and Remnant Rites of Passage
What happens to our youth when their need for initiation and a rite of passage is not met, and they are left to fend for themselves?
Paradoxically, two opposing forces are at work here—the need to belong and the need to separate. The young teen simultaneously wants the comfort and protection of childhood, and he or she also wants the risk and challenge of adulthood.
Parents, too, are caught in the same push/pull. They want the child to move forward—and they want the child safely home and in bed.
This tension between two equally powerful forces, belonging and separating, plays its music in so many different ways—from the total development of a new tribal subculture (gangs) to the almost innocent (but still deadly) challenges of who can drink the most Southern Comfort. This broad range of responses is our best indicator of the powerful force behind the need for initiation.
Additionally, young people are vulnerable to advertisers, vulnerable to one another and the pressures of their peers, and vulnerable to the turmoil of their own attempts to do soul-building. No one is exempt from this time—not the pretty girl who gets perfect grades, conforming beautifully to what Mom and Dad want—and not the young male with spikes in his hair and an earring through his eyebrow.
What is most amazing is how well they manage alone. Having been mostly denied the company of adults and Elders, as Furstenberg (2000) described, they manage to create a structure that does the job, more or less. In truth, the subculture of adolescence contains all the important structural elements and subsets of the mainstream culture. Unfortunately, self-guided initiation can sometimes have painful and tragic consequences.
The following pages explore the many ways that we, both young and old, have attempted to hang onto some form of rite of passage rituals and to guide our youth into adulthood. I call these the pseudo and remnant rites of passage.
Peer Initiation—The Pseudo Rite of Passage
In this uneasy age we have young people initiating one another and creating rituals of their own design. Risk and challenge are still evident, but the venue has changed. They challenge one another with such tasks as who can drink the most, who dares to drive the fastest, who will lose their virginity first, who dares to do drugs, pick up a gun, or take on another in a violent fist fight? In the absence of responsible and socially-conscious Elder-based initiation and rites of passage, the young people have simply made up their own.
Any initiation undertaken within a group of peers is a pseudo or false rite of passage. In peer initiation the young person is both separating from the parent culture and finding a new belonging in his or her peer culture.
The pseudo rite of passage contains most of the same elements (which we will examine more fully in a later chapter) as a traditionally constructed rite of passage. There is a separation from the mainstream community. There is the opportunity to undergo a test or challenge. Although we are talking about a peer group, there is also often a hierarchy of leadership from eldest to youngest (or coolest to not-so-cool). Finally, the peer community supports its new members in achieving new heights, however misguided those may be.
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