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Embracing Elderhood: A Soulcraft Exploration
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Welcome!                                                                                                                                                                       Summer, 2014

We're very pleased you'll be joining us for Embracing Elderhood: A Soulcraft Exploration!  The dates of the program are Wednesday, June 15 to Wednesday, June 22, 2014. We will begin at 6:00 pm on June 15 and end at 1 PM on June 22.
Enclosed you will find a set of materials and instructions that will help you prepare for this program and the significant commitment you have made to enter this period of your life - conscious of how you will choose to live it. 
REGISTRATION FORMS: 
Your registration is not complete until you fill out your health questionnaire, here is the link: http://www.animas.org/forms/questionnaire/
TRAVEL: Additional information is provided on the attached TRAVEL INFORMATION page. 
If you are flying in, please let us know the airline, flight #, date and time of departure and arrival, and the cities in which you will depart from and arrive to. If you are driving, please let us know where and when you are beginning your journey, and the date and time you expect to arrive. Please send this information to soulcraft@animas.org
ADMINISTRATIVE PREPARATION:

Payment: Thank you for your deposit. The total fee is $1,530. Your balance is due by May 15, 2014, unless you have made prior payment arrangements with us. You can pay your balance on our website (www.animas.org), call us at (800)451-6327 or (970)259-0585 to pay by credit card, or make a check out to Animas Valley Institute and mail to: AVI, PO Box 1020, Durango, CO 81302.  If you pay online, choose “Registration” from the top menu bar on the home page, and then click on “Pay Balance”.  As a non-profit with a small staff, we appreciate your promptness in paying your balance! Thank you.
PROGRAM CANCELLATIONS BY ANIMAS VALLEY INSTITUTE:
If a minimum number of people are not registered in a program three to four weeks prior to the start date, the program may be cancelled. If AVI cancels a program due to low enrolment, registered participants will be given a full refund, or they can transfer their deposit to another program held within one year. AVI is not responsible for travel arrangements made before we confirm that the program has sufficient enrolment.
PREPARATION: Psychological and Spiritual:
As your first step in preparation, please reflect on and answer the following questions. Then write out your answers and send them to AVI with the above mentioned forms:


What does Elderhood mean to you?


What signs of emerging elderhood do you recognize in yourself?


What kind of self-awareness training have you done to this point in your life?


How do you experience your relationship to the natural world?
The following activities are recommended to you as part of your preparation: 
Support Group! Many people, as part of their preparation, assemble a support group at home of a least one person who understands what it is that you are doing and is wholeheartedly rooting for you or a small group of friends or family members. They will take on the role of what used to be the clan or "lodge" in more traditional societies.   Meet with them as a group at least once and perhaps several times. You may ask them to send you off with a ceremony, or to welcome you back in a certain way. Or you might merely ask them to pray for you while you are away. And you might create a ceremony of thanksgiving for them either before you leave or upon your return or both. Their love will feed your soul during your Soulcraft experience. They will look forward to your return with great joy and anticipation.
Journal work! Begin or intensify your journal work. Here are some possibilities: Write about what phase or stage of your life is ending. Be as specific as you can. Write about what transition(s) you are going through and how you feel about these shifts. Write about what in you is getting ready to be born: make your best guess if you don't know now! Don't worry it'll be different than you imagine, anyway. Project it nonetheless. 
It will help you cast off from the shore of your past. Use any other journal-work process with which you are familiar.

Dreams! We suggest you begin recording your dreams. If you are having any trouble recalling them, have a long conversation with yourself as soon as you get into bed concerning the exact reasons why you are interested in remembering your dreams (this works 95% of the time). Review as many as possible of your genuine reasons and keep up this review until you fall asleep. Have your pen and journal ready at your bedside. As soon as you wake up, don’t move your body an inch until after you have replayed your dream(s) in your imagination. Then reach for your journal. Transcribe your dreams in the present tense as if you are recording actions and experiences that are occurring as you write them. Include all emotions. Ask only yourself what they mean, or don’t ask at all.

Pay attention to the Edge of your waking consciousness !(i.e., subtle and fleeting thoughts, feelings, images, perceptions, memories, imaginary conversations, waking dreams, daydreams) and record what you find there.

Day Walk! The Day Walk is a ceremony that helps you prepare for your experience during Embracing Elderhood. It is a full-day walk in wild nature, feet roaming upon the Earth with the open sky above, always held and touched by the breathing, animate world. It’s a day of wandering, engaged in the conversations that arise as you simultaneously attend to your unfolding emotions, memories, deep thoughts, and unfettered imaginings, and also to the wild landscape in which you’re immersed. To learn more about the Day Walk process, read on…
As you roam, you listen to the world and to the self through your engaged sensing, feeling, thoughts, and imagination. Remaining fluid and open, you encounter those forms and forces of wild nature that most deeply resonate with and reflect your own true nature and your current location in life’s journey. Perhaps during this wandering you’ll overhear the wind or a creature whisper something that will be of immense help as prepare for your upcoming immersion.

Your heightened but relaxed attention and your willingness to be fully present to the natural world allows an untamed conversation to blossom.  At the beginning of your walk, you might speak softly to your strategic thinking mind, inviting it to take a well-earned rest during this day. Where exactly you go and what you experience cannot be planned or figured out.

On the eve before your Walk, pack what you’ll need for the day, including the “emergency items”. (See packing list.) Bring your journal. Let someone know where you’re going, when you plan to return, and what to do if you don’t. You’ll fast this day-until you end your Day Walk around sunset- but remember to carry (and drink) plenty of water, and bring a small amount of food should you need to break your fast early for safety reasons. This is not a contest of endurance or survival. Allow yourself to discover your own pace and your particular way of moving in relationship with yourself and all that surrounds you. Be prepared, at some point, to offer a gift — a poem, grief, yearning, joy, your eloquence, a song, a dance, a lock of hair, praise, or water.

First thing in the morning, ideally before sunrise, make your way to a natural place, an expanse of land where you’ll wander for the day. Dawn and dusk will be your thresholds.   

As you begin, fill the day that now stretches before you with the intention that your wandering might help prepare you in just the right way for your upcoming experience. If you’ve already been engaged with a particular inquiry or intention regarding your life and/this program, you might further imbue this day with it. Speak out loud your question or intent, as clearly as you can, and then surrender it to the space of the day. As you move over the land and allow yourself to be moved, you might wander into terrain in which the possibility of “answers” pale next to the blossoming of your own deepest questions, longing, lament or intention; these will usher you into the greater potentials of your Elderhood journey. Perhaps you’ll discover more about why you’re really embarking on this journey.

You can intensify your Day Walk by marking, at the start, your transition from ordinary consciousness to sacred consciousness. You might do this with a simple ceremonial act — something meaningful to you: a gesture, song, rhythm, prayer, or putting on or taking off a piece of clothing. 

Also, during your Day Walk, it’s customary to eat no food, enter no human made shelter, and share no speech with other embodied humans you might encounter. These taboos have long been observed by native humans entering sacred time and space. By observing them, we enrich our encounter with wild nature and the numinous, the unknown and the unseen, and the insights that might claim us.  

Wander without an intended destination. As in a dance, allow yourself to be moved… by a deep knowing at your core, a call to go left or right, upstream or down, an impulse to linger a bit longer or to move on. Follow your intuitions. What will you encounter? Perhaps red fox, milkweed pod, a song on the wind, sun-bleached bones, wind rippling over water, or the pale moon above.

Feeling your way, you might stumble upon the soft animal of your own wonder, boredom, fear, grief, joy, gratitude, despair, or longing. Linger there. If a crow were circling overhead at different times throughout the day, she might see you kneeling, skipping, touching, tasting, laughing or crying, wandering on trail and off, or resting in stillness.

An attraction, fascination, or curious repulsion might draw you to spider web, gnarled tree with exposed roots, snakeskin, meadowlark’s song, or the place where the grass quivers.  Your body might respond with an unnamable heaviness, a chill on your skin, tingling pleasure, numbness, or an ecstatic surge of energy.

And, just as you would carefully observe a wild creature moving in the surrounding landscape, you might similarly track any images or wisps of dreams or memories that pad softly at the edges of your awareness. 

At some time in your wandering, you’ll find (or, be found by) one particular thing, material or not, that calls you most strongly. You’ll recognize it by how it resonates within you upon discovery. Even though it remains a mystery, you’ll know it holds meaning for your journey. This thing and the way the encounter moves you can serve as a symbol to help you prepare for the coming program. If it’s a material thing, this thing might return with you, but only if it grants you permission and you know without a shadow of a doubt that taking it with you would not constitute the slightest disruption of that environment. In any case, it might, if you wish, return with you in your deep imagination.

The dusk will be your closing threshold. With simple ceremony, end your wandering in the same place you began.  Offer your gratitude and a gift, if you haven’t already. 

Before completing your transition back to ordinary consciousness and your everyday world, be sure to use your journal to collect the experiences of the day. What did you observe, feel, imagine? What other wild beings (inner and outer) did you encounter?  Precious insights may arise from your experiences; golden nuggets, deepening mystery, and/or a thread to follow. If so, gather these up and allow them to guide you in preparing for your quest. (As your thinking mind rouses from its rest, resist the impulse to analyze or interpret your experience.) 

You might choose to share the story of your Day Walk with your guides and others in Embracing Elderhood when you all gather together. It might be best to refrain from sharing it with others, or, if you do, only with those who will surely honor its mystery and not even consider giving you advice, or interpretations. Allow yourself to fully absorb the spirit of the Day Walk.

Read Soulcraft: Crossing Into The Mysteries of Nature And Psyche by Bill Plotkin! Do some additional reading if you'd like. (This is probably the least important of the preparation activities). You might use the enclosed annotated reading list as a guide.
Give your heart and mind plenty of time to wander and wonder. As you do, you might want to record in your journal what you discover about yourself.  For example, what feelings emerge? What hopes and expectations arise concerning this program?  How do you feel about being an Elder? What are your fears about the Elder exploration? 

Prepare for the Fire Ceremony! Choose or create an object or objects that you will bring with you to sacrifice to the Fire as a letting go of that which no longer serves your growth.  (If fires are not permitted because of extremely dry weather, we will use the objects in a burial ceremony.) This ceremony will take place during the program. To learn more about the Fire Ceremony and how you might best prepare, please read on!
The Fire Ceremony is one of the powerful group ceremonies performed during the program. As with any ceremony, it is strengthened by what you put into it. The following information will guide you in your preparations. This ceremony includes your sacrifice of an object to a sacred fire. This will be an object (or objects) that you will bring with you from home and that is/are small and light enough to be carried. Ideally, it will also be combustible without creating any toxic fumes! Most importantly, it will be something that represents, symbolically and personally, the current phase of your existence that you are about to surrender or leave behind. 
This “current phase” may be conceived any way that seems right to you: it may be a period of only the last few months or years or it may be the period of your birth to the present, or it may go back even further. In sacrificing your item to the fire, you will be making it sacred and relinquishing your attachment to the period of your life that is ending. In the Fire Ceremony, you will be manifesting your willingness to move on in your life, to let go, to enter the central, mysterious phase of the transition rite that is Embracing Elderhood. The idea is not to say “good riddance” to what you don't like about your life. Rather, you will be honoring the chapter of your life that has miraculously ushered you to your current jumping-off place. Please consider carefully what your sacrificial object(s) will be; choose wisely and deeply.
There are two types of objects that you might choose to offer to the ceremonial fire: those that symbolize Obstacles and those that symbolize Attachments. In some cases, an object will symbolize something that is both an Obstacle and an Attachment:

(1) Obstacles: these objects symbolize a period or style of suffering or crisis, limitation or failure, addiction or numbness. At first, you may hope just "to be rid" of this aspect of your life, washing your hands of the mess. However, until you see how you have also benefited from this Obstacle, you will not succeed at moving on from it; indeed, despite your intentions, you may continue dragging it around like an anchor. The truth is that without the Obstacle, you might be exposed – to the dangers of the Unknown, to your own Soul, or to your deepest feelings. Perhaps this Obstacle has, in reality, been a "protection" that was at one time beneficial. Perhaps it was a Childhood Survival Strategy. Or an Adult Survival Strategy. From what did it protect you? Can you see how you created it and how it served you? Or are you merely an unlucky victim? (I’m not referring to trauma’s such as childhood abuse or life-threatening illnesses; I am referring to behavioral styles or patterns or relationships in your life that may have been your way of coping with traumas or losses or dangers). That old Survival Strategy may now be getting in the way of your growth by “protecting” you from a danger that no longer exists or that is no longer substantial. Once you have fully realized this, you will come to feel that saying goodbye to that old Strategy is not so much like a "good riddance" to an enemy. It's more like saying goodbye to a good friend that has helped you through some very difficult times:  Imagine that you are at the depot. Your friend is on the train. The train is pulling out. You are waving goodbye, forever. 
(2) Attachments: these objects symbolize the ending of something (e.g., a relationship or a role) that you are somewhat or totally reluctant to surrender. Perhaps it has ended without your desire or consent. Perhaps you part with ambivalence. It is, in any case, a significant aspect of your life to which you had been attached, or to which you are still clinging, or of which you are mourning the loss (but, in your grieving, you may be stuck in anger or denial). In the case of Attachments, you must reach the place of knowing that it is time to let go; perhaps that this relationship or role was in fact limiting or blocking your growth; that, at the least, it is best to move on now. You want to move toward feeling released, free from that Attachment. You need to do your grieving (saying "goodbye"), moving on to a full acceptance of the loss, and then a full embracing of the future and the unknown ("hello"). A self-created ceremony of mourning may be a good idea.

Notice that in both categories the conscious attitude needs to be balanced by the unconscious one: the "good riddance" must be balanced by both a "good friend" and a "goodbye"; the "goodbye" balanced by a "hello".

You can prepare for this ceremony by really feeling deeply into what object or objects represent the aspects of your life that you are ready to sacrifice to the Fire. We have found that the more meaningful the object is to you, the more powerful the transformation. Some people spend quite a bit of time creating an object to bring for this ceremony. Please be sure that, when burned it will not be toxic to the environment.


Please bring a wrapped gift for our Give-Away ceremony! The Give-Away ceremony will be held on the last day. This gift should be some object that has meaning for you that you are willing to give away as a heart offering and as a symbol of your commitment to giving away your gifts to your people as an Elder.  Its value lies in the spirit in which it is offered, and not its monetary value.

LOGISTICAL PREPARATION: Equipment List, Physical Preparation & A Note about Sky Meadow
EQUIPMENT AND WHAT TO BRING:
1. Journal and pen or pencil (perhaps in a zip lock bag to keep them dry if it rains)

2. Drum and/or shaker (rattle) for ceremonial occasions or other instrument that you enjoy playing but is easy to transport.

3. Daypack or large fanny pack: a small pack used when walking the trails at Sky Meadow to carry water bottle, jacket, sun screen, rain gear, insect repellent, etc.

4. Sleeping bag, sleeping pad, and tent  if you wish to camp out one night. There will be an optional solo night on the land.
5. Comfortable walking shoes or hiking boots (boots that come above the ankle provide more stability) It would be good to have at least one pair of shoes or boots be water proof against rain or heavy dew on the morning or evening grass.)

6. Clothing: Let it be comfortable, casual clothing for warm days and chilly mornings and evenings. Rainy days can also be chilly in northern Vermont even in midsummer. Synthetic materials usually dry more quickly and some wick dampness away from the skin resulting in greater comfort.

7. Slippers or slipper socks for indoor wear.

8. At least one pair of long pants and one long sleeved shirt to protect from sun and possible mosquitoes.

Shorts and short sleeve shirts and/or jerseys and/or T-shirts.

9. Bathing suit.

10. Jacket for cool times of day (fleece or synthetic for lightness and warmth).

11. Rain Jacket with hood and rain pants (morning grass can be wet, and if it is tall, it’s great to have rain pants).

12. Bandana.

13. Water bottle (You may want a liter size for hiking and a small bicycle size for sipping when we are sitting around talking).

14. Fragrance free sun screen and lip balm.

15. Insect repellent.

16. Sun hat.

17. Flashlight (bring extra batteries and a bulb).

18. Tooth brush, tooth paste, shaver, and other toiletries you use.

19. Towel and wash cloth. Sky Meadow does not provide linens.
20. Backpackers’ chair for sitting on the floor or ground or a light weight, low to the ground beach chair. Bringing such a chair is highly recommended for back support: we’ll be sitting a lot.

21.Watch (so you will know when it's time to return to group after solo tasks on the land)

22. Benadryl for anyone with life-compromising allergies (this is in addition to your Epi Pen)

23. Emergency Kit: a few band aids and other first aid materials you might use; an emergency whistle to call for help if you get disoriented on the trails; medications you are using and/or might use. Put them in a small stuff sack that will always be carried with you in your Daypack.
24. Sky Meadow does not provide linens. A comfortable bed, pillow, and blankets will be provided. Please bring your own sheets, (if you desire), and pillow case. If you tend to like a lot of covers, we suggest you bring a sleeping bag as well. To learn more about the accommodations, please visit: 

http://www.skymeadowretreat.com/place.html
PHYSICAL HEALTH PREPARATION:
Prepare yourself physically by walking and other exercise as is your custom as often as you can. The trails at Sky Meadow are gently undulating and not strenuous, but if you are not used to walking on bare ground you may want to do so to grow used to uneven ground under your feet.
You may wish to bring packets of an electrolyte powder to dissolve in your water bottle.  A common brand name is Emergen-C. A sugarless version is available. If you are not familiar with electrolyte powder, you might enjoy trying some at home prior to coming to Sky Meadow. We have found adding electrolytes to water helps the body with acclimating to a new environment and is a great addition to stay hydrated while out on the land.

TRAVEL & ACCOMMODATIONS:
The enclosed TRAVEL INFORMATION PAGE from Sky Meadow gives directions to the Retreat Center. Note that there is no public transportation to the Center and you will need to arrange to arrive by car. A reminder: please let us know if you are flying in what the airline, flight # date, time of arrival and departure, and the cities in which you will depart from and arrive to. If you are driving please let us know where and when you are beginning your journey and when you expect to arrive. Send this information to the Animas office, c/o Sara Papathakis at soulcraft@animas.org or by phone at 800-451-6327.
A PARTICIPANT LIST accompanied this letter for your use. You may want to utilize this list in order to share a rental car or arrange a carpool with other folks in the program. 

ABOUT SKY MEADOW: Note that rooms are shared there is no laundry on the property, and the facility cannot receive mail for you. The facilities are beautifully rustic, clean, and well managed. And the views of the surrounding Green Mountains is magnificent! Our host, Miles, is a Zen Buddhist who loves and beautifully tends this place he created. All meals will be vegetarian. If you require meat or a high protein diet, you may wish to bring jerky or vacuum packed meat to accompany your meals. The Sky Meadow kitchen will not be available for our use so all items must be non-perishable. Please let us know if you have any questions in this regard. 
IF YOU HAVE FOOD ALLERGIES: Please let the Animas off ice know asap so that we can determine if Sky Meadow can accommodate your needs. Your timely communication allows us to best serve you.

TIMING: We strongly request that you plan your schedule so that you can stay through the final ceremonies and closing of the last day. We also recommend that you plan your schedule so that you can have at least one full day after returning home before you must dive into your daily routine again to ease your re-entry.

If your friends and family ask you to explain what a Soulcraft Exploration is, it may be easiest to just refer them to the AVI website at www.animas.org .
Best wishes with your preparation activities. Let us know if there are any additional ways that we can help you between now and June 19. Remember: the more deeply and fully you prepare yourself, the more you are likely to receive. We're very much looking forward to being with you, and to journeying into Dreamtime together. Enjoy the maze along the way to Sky Meadow!

Yours for a Conscious Elderhood,

Ann Roberts

         Charles Lawrence
212-649-5990

                          212-924-0360
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           thunderbeings@verizon.net 
Animas Valley Institute

Sara  Papathakis
800-451-6327
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