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It is my third day without food.

In the night I awaken now and again, cozy in my warm sleeping

bag, and watch the Big Dipper move around the north star. At the early

light of dawn over barren rock hills, I bid farewell to a waning moon as

it dips behind the ridge far across the desert valley to the west.

Now in the full light of morning, I brush my hair and then my

teeth. The lack of food has left me weak but also clear. I am aware of

tiny spiders and their nearly invisible threads and of the slow

movement of shadows. Everything has become simply what it is. My

usual planning and ideas and thinking are silent as rocks.

Eventually I will have to choose a spot nearby and prepare a place

for myself where I will spend the night keeping vigil. But that is hours

away.

I clean and file my fingernails.

Then wash my face with a tiny bit of water from the third and next-

to-last gallon jug I have left.

Then some shea butter on my face—oh that feels good in this dry,

dry air!

I blow my nose thoroughly.

Move different body parts in slow circles.

Sit on my tarp and meditate.

Two hours gone. Ten and a half to go before dark.

On the first day of my four-day solo fast, I felt happy when I

arrived at my chosen site—a lone, medium-sized boulder of hard,

sharp, reddish conglomerate that sat north over a rise, not far from

the group base camp. The joyous welcome of this harsh desert

moonscape in Death Valley was palpable. Ready for time alone after

several intense days with my fellow fasters and our guides, I set up

my minimal camp on the shady side of the boulder.

This was the fourth time in a ten-year span that I had fasted in

wilderness, participating in an ancient rite-of-passage ceremony that

has been revived now for modern people.

The other eight fasters as well as two guides and three assistants

were a short walk away, but I saw no sign of anyone.

That first day I had food energy in me still. Silence and the expanse

of time lay before me. Throughout the day I moved around the

boulder, following the shade. I gloried in my aliveness, the sweet

smell of my own skin, my precious health.

In the evening of that first day, I decided to walk up the ridge and

watch the sun set. I walked slowly and arrived in good time. As the

sun dropped low in the west, I picked up two fist-sized quartzite rocks

and, like some ancient ceremonialist, clacked them together to drum

the sun down.

As the light turned golden, I felt something behind me. I turned and

saw the shadow of the ridge I was standing on cast on the rocky hill to

the east. I squinted. Was that MY shadow, that faint bump? I opened

my arms above my head, stuck a leg out sideways . and the bump

moved with me. I waved my arms over my head; the shadow waved

faintly back. Then directly above my small bump shadow I noticed a

large outcropping of rock set into the hill. In the fading light of day,

I saw a big eye-socket hole, a rocky nose bridge, and a cave for a

mouth—a perfect human skull, looking sideways out over the valley.

Now, by evening on this third day, I am ready. I’ve chosen a spot

with a good view of the west, and I prepare my space slowly, as by

now I can only move with care, as I have little energy.

I make a circle of rocks, each representing someone important in

my life. I am to stay awake the night inside this circle, holding vigil

for myself.

At some point, they told us, I would die, to be reborn at the dawn of

the fourth day.

I feel safe, out under the now-familiar stars, in a circle of loved

ones—family, mentors, ancestors. I lie in my sleeping bag, watching

the night, my head covered against the constant desert wind as the

hours creep by.

The memory of my shadow was with me. My shadow death that

danced with me on the far ridge as I moved. I smile and feel a great

affection well up in my heart.

Then, in the early morning hours before dawn, I have a visceral

experience of dying.
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It’s hard to explain.

I stand over my future self, and I care for her, unwinding her

energy centers with tender love as I sing in the dark to the wind and

the stars.

There is a clear, distinct moment when I feel something sluff off.

I know she has passed.

I had passed. It was over.

And then I sleep until the first early glimmerings of dawn.

——

In early December of 2014, my father died. He was 85. It

was the first time I’d experienced death so up close, and its

surreal, sad gentleness surprised me. I’d thought plenty about

the idea of ‘‘Death.’’ I understood that being fully present was

important—both for myself and for the one dying. But this ex-

perience was real. I was in the process, watching it firsthand. It

changed things.

During the summer months before he passed, we moved him to the

family ranch in the once-stately old Tudor home of his childhood,

next door to my sister and her young family.

A brilliant man, with a mechanical mind that gloried in solving

problems, in many ways my father exemplified the age of mecha-

nization that was ever striving for a better, more efficient way of

doing things. I could always count on him to help me fix anything

that was broken. Anything material, that is.

He was also, in his unique, unassuming manner, a maverick. He

liked going against the grain, doing things the wacky way, not

conforming—in the true spirit of the radical Mormon pioneer culture

into which he was born.

In the last five to seven years of his life, he slowly lost his mind to

some kind of dementia. He also went from being someone who had a

tendency to obsess, worry, and ever yearn toward some ideal imag-

ined future, to someone who was only there right in that exact mo-

ment, who was often funny, and fundamentally sweet and grateful. It

was as if his true nature was revealed as the layers of conditioned

mind patterns were stripped away.

In mid-November, he began coughing up blood. Lots of blood. My

sister drove him back to the city, to the hospital.

As a family, we made the choice to not prolong his life. It was not

his way.

My youngest sister took him into her home after a two-night

emergency stay in the hospital. He lay in the hospice bed in a spare

bedroom, each day seeming to be further away. Once I stroked his

hair and sang to him. He’d been non-responsive for a couple of days,

but now he made noises, singing with me. It mended much in my

heart.

Nine days after he’d been driven down from the ranch, he drew his

last breath, sometime between 6:30 and 8:45 in the evening. He went

quietly and alone, as was his wont.

Up at the ranch, my sister was out on her balcony after a day of

deep cleaning next door at the old Tudor-style house, Led Zeppelin

turned up full blast on my father’s expensive high fidelity stereo

system. In the cold clear darkness of that December night, she felt

something coming from the direction of the old house. Relating the

story to me the next morning, she said that it felt like a great joy,

a release, an energy of freedom .
We’d decided to dress his body for burial ourselves. He was to be

laid to rest in a cemetery close to the ranch. We drove up on a clear

and unseasonably warm early December day, his body in a simple

fifty-dollar wooden casket placed on my brother’s trailer, camou-

flaged by bags of leaves.

To handle the once-ensouled flesh of a person who has been

around all your life and such a huge influence on your very existence

but now is like—dare I say—chicken from the store, is strange; yet it

was healing as well. I also was perfectly aware that someday this

would be me.

The slow, three-mile caravan to the cemetery revealed dramatic

late-afternoon December skies. The intimate, utterly impromptu and

authentic graveside ceremony was beautiful. And when the backhoe

roared to life and began dumping great loads of dirt to fill in the

grave, we all hung out, chatting and watching. Spontaneously, my

sister-in-law asked to borrow the grave-digger’s shovel and stepped

right in to smooth out dirt. The kids and soon other adults merrily

followed suit.

My father would have loved that burial. It was a do-it-yourself job.

After his burial, I wondered to my sister that I was not feeling deep

grief. I cried plenty, but there was a joy and sweetness to all my tears.

She retorted that he didn’t leave a gaping hole in my life. It was true.

I know he loved me dearly, but like many men of his generation, he

didn’t know how to express it in words . and I didn’t know how to

listen in other ways back then. Yet the very real process of my father’s

death was one of the most far-reaching experiences I’ve ever had, one

that brought our family close as we turned toward it with loving care

to hold him as he went through it.

——

In the summer months after my vision fast in Death Valley, I began

reading Extinction Dialogues: How to Live With Death In Mind by

Carolyn Baker and Guy McPherson. I had only gotten through the

introduction when I felt a loud ‘‘slap’’ in my brain and the whirling

frenzy and dismemberment of the thought constellations that made

up my picture of reality. Abrupt climate change? An uninhabitable
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planet in twenty to thirty years? The actual end of all human creative

endeavor . after everything we’ve been through and all we’ve

learned? The scope of a death of this magnitude, the death of hu-

manity, crashed in on me like a tsunami. I let the possibility of human

extinction enter deeply into my psyche.

For three days I held the crushing weight of this possible reality,

not looking away, until I had to find relief in order to function.

I determined I needed to talk to a wise tree. I have learned that

sometimes that is the only council that will do the job.

I hiked up a north-facing slope of a nearby canyon. As I came to

White Fir Pass, I found a west-facing view with several very large and

stately fir trees standing there, just a few yards off the trail. One big

tree called to me, and I sat on the ground at its base. Just a few feet

above the ground, its trunk split into two still rather big trees that

climbed into the sky. I settled into my interior and, from here, reached

out to this ‘‘One-Not-Two’’ tree.

I felt broken beyond repair, imagining the grim reality that the

experts say is coming for us. I felt my fear, my grief, my smallness. I

also felt in a way that I was living out a part in some great surreal

theater.

I asked the Tree, ‘‘Will I see pain and suffering in my lifetime?’’

‘‘Yes.’’

A quick answer to a simple question. I’d not specified pain and

suffering because of climate change. The question was not clear. The

answer was fair enough!

I asked a second question, ‘‘Are humans destroying the planet?’’

‘‘Yes—but you are a part of it.’’

This answer surprised me. The tone was kind, even loving, but firm.

I sensed that what the Tree meant was that I am intrinsically part of

the whole frigging crazy natural process. I am a life-form that has

evolved on this planet, and as life-forms can do, we have pushed our

ecological niche until the niche pushes back. My species creates, and

we destroy. One-Not-Two Tree didn’t see humans as a selfish and

greedy species that was wreaking havoc on all the other poor, in-

nocent life-forms of the planet. Though we feel we should know

better, my seven billion fellow humans and I are as much a part of this

process of apparent dying as the tree is. We are all in it together, doing

our thing. From a certain perspective there was no ‘‘wrong’’ or ‘‘bad’’

about the situation.

The tree was not upset.

As we sat together in silence I felt myself finally relax.

Not long after my visit with One-Not-Two Tree, I read Planetary

Hospice, Zhiwa Woodbury’s treatise on our current environmental

crisis and the ensuing psychological impact it is having on human

beings, and the opportunity we have to reframe the crisis. Woodbury

observes that our technologically mad culture has transformed the

natural process of dying into a nightmare played out in the hospital

room. He points to the advent of the hospice movement where

families are empowered to create intentional space for the goodness

and tenderness of dying to surface, and to find empowerment and

meaning in death. Woodbury (2018, p. 10) states,

If we are able to apply the same principles at a societal scale,

then ecopsychologists and planetary thanatologists can be-

come the kinds of spiritual midwives that will be needed to

transform the planetary death/rebirth process from a painful

dislocation rife with suffering and regret into a healing process

for both the human race and the Earth itself—even into a Great

Awakening.

I wondered, are there those among us who are being asked to now

turn fully toward a dying planet, prepared to offer hospice? What

capacities are required?

——

I returned to Death Valley two years after my vision fast, this time

as an assistant. It was time to touch back into that deep space again,

now in service to others who had come to die.

In the days of preparation, I meet each of the questers. I hear bits of

their lives over morning camp coffee and then their intentions for

why they have come unfold as we circle and begin the descent to-

gether, held by desert skies.

During the quiet days when the questers are out on their solo fasts,

I visit my old sharp-rocked red boulder and feel a great homecoming.

There is where I sat and filed my nails. There is where I clacked the sun

down. Up there is where I saw, and still see, the skull. And over there

is where I unwound my chakras and sang to myself as I died. My heart

bursts with gratitude. Life’s beauty is so fleeting . but somehow

because I have died, I can almost hold it all.

The fasters returned after their four solo days, with stories to tell.

Over the next three days, I heard stories of dying of every kind. From

Tom, a man who was living with cancer and found a profound will to

live; to Elena, a woman whose marriage was dying and who found

she had a deeper purpose and was no longer afraid; to Henrich, a man

whose wife had died of cancer four years ago and who was able to say

last goodbyes and lay her finally fully to rest.

Everyone had come to face what was dying and chose to turn and

go through the death, to what lay on the other side. Though each

person’s story was unique, what they all found on the other side was a

new perspective, a tenderness and care for their own suffering, and a

way to look at their lives now in a new way. Each person had lived in

the animated presence of Earth for four timeless days and returned
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feeling their inextricable connection to this planet in body, soul, and

mind. The vulnerable and profoundly honest sharing of stories had

forged a primal, intimate bond. We are not alone in our dying, if we

are willing to share and can hear each other’s stories.

On the last day, before we all travel back to our respective lives, we

held one final circle—to reflect, give thanks. Tara spoke of walking on

a beach in New Zealand. She was in despair over her life—her desire to

be a mother and her profound sorrow over what humans were doing

to the planet. She said she poured her heart out to the ocean and asked

what could she do?

‘‘Be a hospice. Be a hospice for the planet, for the people’’ is what

she heard back.

She was taken off guard but understood.

‘‘Hospice wasn’t even a word in my vocabulary then,’’ she said.
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