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and the vision they brought back formed the basis of the world's major religions. The history of American Indian culture is marked by many vision questing prophets and avatars.

Most indigenous cultures know the value of marking the passage from one stage of life into another and there are records of many such traditions. Sadly, westeners have been so engulfed by the traffic of modern civilisation that we have lost touch with the art of ceremony and ritual, and our connection to the 'great silence' from which springs wisdom and inspiration.

The good news is that there are people in this day and age who are bringing this ancient wisdom back into our lives in a practical, accessible way. In America Steven Foster and Meredith Little, who were themselves trained in the Native American tradition of vision questing, have spent the last 30 years running vision quest programmes in the Inyo mountains in California.

South African Judy Bekker participated in their programme in 1991, and was so inspired by her experience that she returned to America the following year to train as a facilitator. Since 1993 she and her partner, Valerie Morris, have been running vision quests here in South Africa, drawing people from all walks of life, ages, cultural and religious backgrounds.

So how does the vision quest process actually work? There is obviously more to it than dumping people in the wilderness to fend for themselves for four days. It is a very carefully planned 11-day process, following a basic format that is common to all vision quest traditions throughout the world and adapted uniquely for this time and place.

A maximum of 10 people participate in anyone programme. Usually people are drawn to do a vision quest at a time of some kind of turning point in their lives, whether it be a career change, a beginning or ending of a relationship, a health issue, a young person entering adulthood or an older person about to retire.
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The invitation was to spend four days and four nights alone in a mountain wilderness, with no food, no shelter, no familiar comforts. It sounded terrifying, but strangely compelling. And so I answered the call, along with a number of other intrepid souls, to go on a life changing adventure known as a 'vision quest'.

The concept of vision questing is not new. History abounds with stories of great people who have withdrawn from society for various periods of time, emerging to share the insights they have gained. Jesus, Buddha, Mohammed and Moses all went on a solitary quest into the wilderness,
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The first three days are spent together in residence in a beautiful seaside home. This is a time for people to adjust their rhythms from high-frequency urban pitch to slow down. It is a time of clarifying intentions for doing the quest, considering life stories, health, triumphs and tribulations.

All the threads of experience converge at this moment of truth as people explore their hidden resources and confront their true selves. Judy and Valerie share their considerable knowledge and understanding of ritual and ceremony, symbolism and meaning, medicine wheel work and how it can be used.

Although much of the information that is shared is based on indigenous cultures and their relationship to wilderness and the earth, the point isn't to try to have a Native American or African experience, but rather one that is unique to oneself.

Various tools are offered as a peg on which each one can hang his/her own process. One of the most frequently asked questions is: 'Weren't you scared?' The answer is 'Of course.' It takes huge courage to undertake such a journey, and an essential part of the preparation process is to talk about and deal with one's fears: fear of being alone, of being hungry, of the dark, of wild animals, snakes, scorpions.

Vision quest is a time of intense mindfulness, and great care is taken regarding safety. 

August. September 2000 QL

23

[image: image3.jpg]




We are briefed about the physical terrain, the animals, the weather, the lack of food and safety procedures that need to be followed.

On the fourth morning, fortified and focused, we head for the hills, a private wilderness area in the Groot Winterhoek, about two and a half-hours north-west of Cape Town. We have the day to meet the mountains, orient ourselves and find the place that will be 'home' during the next four days.

This is when reality sets in - turning away from the world of comfort and familiarity and stepping out into a place where there are no tracks or signposts is a sobering moment. A safety feature is the 'buddy system'. Once you have established who your nearest neighbour is, you create a 'stone pile' midway between you which you will visit in the morning and in the afternoon, leaving some sign that all is well.

This is not merely a safety feature, but an important ritual in the process. It is a powerful tool for communication and a way for two people to sustain each other.

That evening, after transporting 20 litres of water to the chosen spot (and retracing our steps to be sure of the route) the group gathers for the last supper together. The atmosphere is charged with a mixture of excitement, anticipation, apprehension and panic.

You know when you step out of that threshold circle at sunrise the next day that in some unfathomable way your life will never be the same again.

And then the day arrives. One by one the questers step into the carefully prepared threshold circle to be blessed and released into the sacred mountain. From that time until we return after four days we are 'invisible', and the journey begins. Physical stamina and strength are useful up to a point, but



A vision quest is a way of rediscovering your courage by testing yourself in the wilderness. It’s an ancient tradition being revived for a modern age.
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What you take home


The deep rest and nourishment that comes from such a time of retreat and renewal.


The rediscovery of your own courage – no problem can ever be so big that you can’t solve it. Having tested yourself at many different levels you will bring fresh and new resources into your work life.


As with any visioning exercise, the process of implementing it is the critical part. Many questers have reported that six months to one year after the 11 day program, much of what they envisioned during their four-day solo, has been realized.


The community building aspect of the vision quest, the understanding of the importance of each one in your own process, has big implications in valuing and appreciating fellow workers.


Old ways of thinking are challenged, old paradigms dispelled and new, innovative and creative thinking unleashed.





The facilitators


Judy Bekker has a background in communications, corporate facilitation, management consulting and outdoor work. Valerie Morris was a businesswoman in the travel and hotel management fields before she moved into strategic planning and leadership training. Together they run Renaissance Business Associates, specializing in customer services, conflict resolution, Open-Space Technology (a large group process in which Valerie is an expert) and Quests.





For more information about Vision Quests, call Judy or Valerie at (021) 782-1826 or email: � HYPERLINK "mailto:vmorris@rbanet.co.za" ��vmorris@rbanet.co.za� 
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the real journey is within - a reconnection with the 'source of being'.


Out there in the vast silence, without access to any of the mind-numbing distractions that generally fill our lives, nature becomes profoundly eloquent. You become attuned to a different quality of listening. You discover that although the wilderness may be wild and uncharted, it is not dangerous. In fact, it is our greatest ally. All those things that seemed potentially full of danger become messengers of hope, inspiration, encouragement and delight.


There are voices in the wind and stars; the little creatures become welcome visitors. We quest for vision. As much as we would like to see great neon signs in heaven flashing the answer to us, it doesn't quite work that way.


For most of us vision means feeling in harmony with all creation; the ability to see the future, to dream. Above all, vision is opening your eyes to see what already is and appreciate it anew.


On the fourth and final night of the solo journey each person is encouraged to keep an all-night vigil. You prepare a stone circle ahead of time, and as the sun sets you step into it from the west, signifying death to the old life. This is a time to' cry for your vision'. Visitors may come in the dark - ancestors, family, friends with messages of love and encouragement, or unfinished business to resolve. It is a strange, magical, searing time and no one steps out of the east side of that circle at sunrise unchanged.


Slowly everyone makes their way back to base camp, re-entering the threshold circle for a ceremony of blessing and thanks. That moment of returning is etched indelibly in my heart and mind - I felt triumphant, invincible,  gloriously free to be myself and to fulfil my dreams.


The luminous, radiant face of everyone who returns tells a similar tale.


We break our fast with a wonderful fresh fruit salad, followed by a ceremonial swim in a mountain pool, and then make our way back to the seaside home for two days of 'reincorporating'. This is possibly the most poignant time of all as we listen to each other's stories.


Each story is different, revealing a magnitude of meaning, courage and profound life change. The last afternoon is spent focusing on re-entry and preparing to return to families and work. One of the key principles of the vision quest is that 'we go to the mountain to seek a vision, and we bring that vision back to our people, that the people may live'. It is not just for ourselves that we go on this sacred pilgrimage: as we discover and experience the fullness of our true selves, we return to enrich and enliven our families, our communities, our worlds.


The vision quest is an intensely personal experience, and there is no reason why a person cannot go off alone into the wilderness at any time. However, a major component of this particular experience is the camaraderie, the shared laughter and tears, as well as the skilled and sensitive facilitation of Judy and Valerie, two extraordinary women whose depth of understanding and compassion is based on their own life experience and passion for the wilderness. ~











