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This is a true account of events that took place in 1996.
The names of individuals have been changed to respect their privacy.

	 


Preface

	In my mid-thirties and struggling with existential questions, I happened upon an opportunity to go on a Vision Quest – a traditional Native American rite of passage. After some deliberation I decided to participate. It was a fascinating adventure, so much so that I decided to write it up and publish it. The writing was fun, but when it came to publishing, I discovered that I didn’t have sufficient drive to deal with publishers; I gave up after the first unsuccessful attempt. I shared the manuscript with some friends and moved on.

	Thirty years later, as I was in the final stages of self-publishing a booklet titled The Existence of Beings and the Being of Existence, a philosophical reflection on being and beings, I came across the Vision Quest manuscript on my laptop. Reading what I was like and what I was dealing with all those years ago was a trip. The world has meanwhile become an entirely different place, and I am likewise a very different person now. Nevertheless, I fully recognize my old self in those waning years of the New Age movement, and I still agree with what I concluded at the very beginning of the manuscript: the story deserves to be told in full. Let’s go on a Vision Quest.

	 

	Kees van Zon
Bladel, The Netherlands, 2026

	 


Dear friends

	Many of you have asked me about my recent Vision Quest – what it is, why I did it, and what I got out of it. That story is, as a matter of fact, quite a long one. After sharing fragments of it with some of you, I realized that it deserves to be told in full, and that this is best done by committing it to paper.

	Before getting into the story though, it may be useful to put it briefly into perspective. It recently occurred to me that a Vision Quest fits well within the process of global spiritual change, which anyone who wants to can observe to be taking place. This change, as I understand it, is characterized by a rapidly expanding shift in human consciousness, both at an individual and at a collective level. Like me, you may have noticed the growing number of ordinary people that ask the deeper questions of life: Who am I? Why am I here? Where did I come from? Where am I going? Is there a God? And related questions like: How can I truly be myself? How can I let go of what I am not? How can I fulfill my purpose in life? How can I be of use to this world? Not only do people ask such questions, presumably ever since the dawn of mankind; they also engage in a search for answers and are eager to apply what they learn for the sake of their personal growth.

	My own quest for answers started about ten years ago. In hindsight, it was prompted by the death of my father a few years earlier, which had caused me to distance myself from my Catholic upbringing, and, feeling betrayed, from anything that had to do with God. The years after his death were like a spiritual reset which allowed me to discover and explore the ongoing growth of our collective consciousness with an open mind. Ten years, dozens of experiences, many dozens of books, and myriads of thoughts later, my search is now focused on the first two questions: – who am I? and why am I here?

	Always looking for ways to get more answers, I happened to stumble upon the Vision Quest – a traditional Native American rite signifying the transition of one phase in a person’s life into another. The name implies a search for vision, a word which has two different meanings. It can refer to insight and understanding, and it can indicate a revealing hallucination. Both can in fact be sought and experienced in this rite, which involves a long preparation and culminates in three days of solitude spent in a remote wilderness. The transition into a new phase of life can alternatively be regarded as the emergence of a brand-new person; symbolic death and rebirth are indeed important elements of the Vision Quest rite. In this respect I like a description that is part of the speech that Tom Brown, an acclaimed American teacher of tracking, nature and wilderness survival, gives to his students at the onset of their Quest:

	“the Native Americans called the Vision Quest ‘the little death.’ One of their songs went, ‘I go now to die a little death.’ This, however, is only the death of the self that you aren’t. The death of the self that other people have expected you to be. The death of the self that dwells strictly in the physical world. The death of the self that is working for the ego. That self is not going to give up easily. It’s going to fight you like you wouldn’t believe.”

	With this in mind, let’s turn to the story.

	 


Signing up

	When I first found out about the Vision Quest last year, through a brochure in a bookstore, I got excited about the idea of a three-day retreat in nature, fasting, contemplating life, and begging the Gods for a vision during the last night which is spent waking. That vision, so I hoped, might help me find the direction in life that I was searching for. At that time, I was in therapy, and as I asked my therapist for advice regarding the Quest, he recommended not participating – in fact he nearly freaked out, as he did with several others of my suggestions. Determined to bring my therapy to a good end I followed his advice. I didn’t forget about the Quest however, and early this year, the therapy being over, I found out that another one would be organized this spring. I called for information, and soon after I had my first meeting with Frank and Jack, the two kindhearted instructors. Frank is a professional shaman, someone who lives and teaches the ways of the medicine men found in most nature-oriented societies. He seems mainly focused on the Native American tradition. Besides Vision Quests he organizes sweat lodges and initiation rites for men; and he also teaches Dervish dancing, a trance-inducing whirling dance originating from the Dervish mystics of medieval Turkey. To me Frank really looks like a shaman too, with his long hair and his usual dress of bright colors with Native American decorations. I never quite managed to figure him out, as he always kept a certain professional distance. Jack, whose appearance is just as colorful as Frank’s, is originally from Australia and works as a spiritual healer, psychotherapist and aura/chakra healer. He also teaches, performs and heals with the didgeridoo, the peculiar traditional instrument of the Australian aboriginals. Frank had been organizing the Vision Quest for ten years; for Jack, this would be his second time as instructor.

	During that first meeting in February, both guys quickly sobered me up in the sense that I shouldn’t expect to sit still under a tree and get some kind of awesome vision revealing the answers to all of life’s questions. Instead, the Quest was explained to be a long, intense group process that required a good amount of dedication and should therefore not be taken lightly. They managed to put serious doubts in my mind, and I decided to think it over for a while.

	I believe in signs – information which is communicated to us from other realms of existence. As I came home that night, I walked straight into a CD with Native American music that I had lost and had been trying to find for weeks. That struck me, as Frank’s home where I had just been, had come across like a Native American museum. Although it took me another three weeks to call Frank and officially sign up, finding that CD was when I decided to go for the Quest.

	But since I wasn’t to expect an amazing vision, I no longer had a clear motivation to participate. The harder I tried to think of one, the more I failed to do so. Meanwhile weeks passed by, and I got worried that the course might fill up. Finally, I decided to simply trust the CD-sign and went ahead with no particular expectations and an open mind.

	 


Books

	In preparation for my Quest, I bought a book called The Book of the Vision Quest, written by American authors Steven Foster and Meredith Little. Having conducted the rite for many years, they offer a worthwhile collection of experiential accounts, both their own and those of many of their students. Although a Quest remains a very personal experience, the stories gave me a good impression of what I was to expect. They were set in America’s Midwest and to be honest, I felt a bit envious of people who could do their Quest in the land where Native Americans had been doing theirs for centuries and up until the present day. In my case, I would have to settle for southern France.

	Not purposely planned to precede my Quest, I had just finished reading The Tibetan Book of the Dead, originally called the Bardo Thödol. This is an ancient book which I understand to be among the important sources of today’s esoteric knowledge. It deals with the events that happen in the after-life, or Bardo, between one’s death and rebirth. Although I wasn’t familiar with most of the Eastern symbolism, I found it fascinating to read. In brief, it describes how the disembodied soul is confronted with god beings, some of them peaceful, others not. The longer one dwells in the Bardo, the more frightening these gods are supposed to become. At all times though you are able to recognize them as products of your own karmic memory. If you do recognize them as such and truly understand what they stand for, you become enlightened and enter a Buddha-state, thereby ending your cycle of death and rebirth. But if, out of fear or ignorance, you don’t recognize your own mutant thoughts for what they are, you risk either falling into some hell-world and spending a couple of eons there, or a slightly milder fate: rebirth on earth. For forty-nine consecutive days after a person’s death, the old Tibetans would read this book to the departed soul to guide it through the Bardo and help it make the right decisions in that realm.

	Reading about the Vision Quest in Foster & Little, I was surprised to recognize similarities between this rite, which is so concerned with symbolic death, and the Bardo Thödol. The transition which the rite is meant to accomplish distinguishes three phases. In the first one, the separation phase, you have to let go of your present life, detaching yourself from people and belongings so that you can peacefully depart. Then you cross the threshold – into a symbolic Bardo where for three days, ultimately alone, you are confronted with your own thoughts, feelings, memories, dreams, visions, joys, fears, and so on. Like in the real Bardo you can recognize the products of your mind and understand and transcend them to become a new person; in that case you break with your old patterns and grow. Alternatively, you can run away from them
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