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ANCESTOR

“Western culture is death-phobic and age-phobic. We have jettisoned the ancient concept of eldering, leaving older individuals to feel “past it.” Unfortunately, little effort is made for our communities to tap into the Well of Wisdom (Mímisbrunnr in Norse cosmology) that elders draw upon. I only wish this important book had been available decades ago! It offers a roadmap for restoring ancient pathways in the human psyche. Bless the collective by living well and dying well, becoming a well elder and well Ancestor.”

IMELDA ALMQVIST, TEACHER OF SACRED ART & SEIÐR,
AND AUTHOR OF SACRED ART AND NORTH SEA WATER IN MY VEINS

“I have followed S. Kelley Harrell’s work since her early beginnings as a shaman, healer, and author. In From Elder to Ancestor, Harrell’s innovative style of pedagogy, goodwill toward diverse communities, and visionary directives are clear, prescient, and ready to inspire and motivate all who partake. If you seek a greater understanding of matters of the spirit and your role, you must read this book.”

PRIESTESS STEPHANIE ROSE BIRD, BLACK NATURALIST,
SPIRITUAL HEALER, AND AUTHOR OF MOTHERLAND HERBAL

“From Elder to Ancestor offers essential guidance for those of us living in the fallout of settler colonialism, the abandonment of ritual, and the violent disruption of our relationship to our bodies, the land, and our more-than-human allies. Harrell compassionately guides us in exploring the wounds this forced separation has left in us and with great care and wisdom illuminates pathways through those wounds back into deep, joyful relationship and true community. She provides a clear blueprint for becoming an elder and Ancestor our descendants would be proud of through inspiring reflection questions and practical exercises and teaches us to become someone capable of being a bridge to a future worthy of the next generations who are coming. This book is a much needed antidote to the poison of divisiveness and disconnection that characterizes so much of the times we are in.”

LANGSTON KAHN, SHAMANIC PRACTITIONER
 AND AUTHOR OF DEEP LIBERATION

“From Elder to Ancestor is a breakthrough and the first book I have encountered that skillfully describes animism—our interdependence with nature and the spirit world—as inseparable from our journey to becoming true elders and Ancestors. Harrell takes an in-depth look at colonialism as ‘the broken path’ and, with integrity and compassion, offers wisdom on healing trauma, claiming the Sacred Self, ‘eldering well,’ cosmology, lore, reciprocity with nature, and ancient practices on the land. Thank you, S. Kelley Harrell, for a brilliant book that captures the essence of our vital reconnection to Earth, soul, and the perennial cycles of life.”

PEGI EYERS, AUTHOR OF ANCIENT SPIRIT RISING

“From Elder to Ancestor offers the path to be remembered back into a “real person”—one who is aware of being irrevocably woven into the fabric of all that is. In being consciously connected again and aware of your internal speed bumps, you will be able to find your own way to implement positive, creative action in the world in harmony with all the rest of our Naturekin.”

EVELYN C. RYSDYK, TEACHER OF SHAMANIC SPIRITUALITY AND AUTHOR
OF THE NORSE SHAMAN, SHAMANIC CREATIVITY, AND SPIRIT WALKING

“This book is a fascinating deep dive into a worldview that embraces wholeness and the sacredness of the world, encouraging each of us to find our place within both our present and future community. It frames elderhood not as a title but as an action—a role that we can fill through compassion and right action.”

MORGAN DAIMLER, AUTHOR OF
FAIRYCRAFT AND TRAVELLING THE FAIRY PATH

“A must-read for anyone who cares about themselves, others, the world, the present, and the future. This book draws you into the very real and often neglected conversation about how we are, and have always been, Nature and bound to each other as such. Separation is an illusion and a tool of oppressors, and by encouraging a deep and thoughtful journey, Harrell helps us begin to break free from limited thinking. This conversation is important and vital. From the Rite of Heartbreak to revaluing reciprocity and community, Harrell has us step back into where we should have always been: a part of creating a future and being a good Ancestor.”

IRISANYA MOON, AUTHOR OF GAIA AND THE NORNS
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To the descendants, and to the memory of
Flash Silvermoon
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Thank you, Pecan Tree, keeper of my shade on Summit Drive, and Fireflies, my night companions under Pappy’s windowsill.

Thank you, Rob, for always being real.

Thank you, Stephanie and Marsha, for being the most wonderful commas I could have asked for, when I needed them most,

Natalie, I’m so grateful for you. Every step, every word, all the wyrd.

Thanks to the staff at Inner Traditions, particularly Meghan MacLean, Jon Graham, and Erica Robinson for your support and spirit in shaping this book.
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Animism is the experience that everything has consciousness, that the world is made up of persons, some human, and some not.1 In that awareness everything is in relationship, communicating, impacting, and interacting on various levels of agency. There is no individual; thus the emphasis is on right relationship, community. Within that interaction lies the responsibility for how we affect where we literally stand and the greater relationship to All Things.

When I teach animism to students, they don’t understand what it is at first. They struggle to locate themselves through awareness, embodiment, grounding, and experience only. They can’t hold themselves as part of Nature. They struggle with the reflex to intellectualize animism, to reduce it merely to science or mysticism, and as a result, they compartmentalize it to our ancient past or to specific present cultural groups, regions, or species they (unconsciously) consider to be less sophisticated. Each of these projections carries a deep bias that reveals our own traumatic histories of oppressed and oppressor, which serve to separate us not only from our animistic roots but from our animistic potential. These biases reinforce settler culture, which is a power structure built on the displacement and exploitation of indigenous people and their culture by an invading immigrant culture, and contributes to the need to see ourselves as separate from each other, Nature, and the spirit world.

I point out that we aren’t just part of Nature, we are Nature. Our words earth and human are etymologically related through Latin via the Proto-Indo-European origin word, *dhé´ghōm, which means “earth” or “soil.”2 We are where we stand.

We discuss how animism doesn’t just exist in the rear-view mirror of humanity. It’s also in our cradles and baby dolls, as we’re all born animists. We’re all born aware that everything is alive and that we’re continually in direct relationship with it. As children, we feel that trees are family. We talk to them and listen for a response. Our stuffed animals and invisible friends sit at the dinner table.

It’s only when we reach puberty that settler culture demands we leave the childishness of the liminal behind, that we devalue it for the sake of collective intellectual advancement, that we exploit kin resources to our benefit, and that we fashion our psyches into something more useful for systemic productivity. By adolescence we realize that even in our rebellions against settler culture, we’ve been groomed for the separation from Self as Nature all along. For that matter, in many ways we have benefited from that separation—some of us more than others. I point out that all of this complication aside, we’re all still animists because we aren’t separate from anything. We never have been.

Rune Hjarnø Rasmussen, Ph.D., says, “In cultures with strong animist knowledge, animism is something you take a lifetime to learn. Elders are the ones that know it the best, not children.”3 Settler culture has ripped such knowledge from us. Instead we’re taught to invalidate the animistic paths of indigenous people and our Ancestors, the pure connectedness of our children, and our own direct experience, and we don’t have elders who retain and pass on legacies of animistic wisdom to us. We may be innate animists, but we aren’t eldering well with it. We have not approached eldering as a lifelong practice that deepens with knowledge and wisdom.

When we speak of elders and elderhood, it isn’t a matter of age. Rather, we are referring to those people in our communities who are trusted and respected for the knowledge and wisdom they have gained through their lived experience and their ability to apply that understanding to educate, support, and sustain the community. Once upon a time that understanding included animistic wisdom. Sadly, it is in short supply today.

When we sit with the multiple rejections of our kinship with Nature, we’re left to investigate why. I explain to my students that this lack of connection is the broken path, the forced fracture of our relationship to Nature, from our ancient land-based wisdom, and in the gap of that brokenness is every cultural wound we experience. It is the heart of our disconnection from and devaluing of each other. It is the colonized projection of the individual, which justifies taking no responsibility for relationship. It is our inability to make the connection between the agency of our toaster, our cousin, and consumerism. It is our traumatic separation from the wisdom of our Ancestors and the disrespect of elders and descendants. It is the advent of trauma itself. It is why we can’t function without modern conveniences even while sitting with the harm they create. It is why we don’t know how to survive in the wild. When we sit with these rejections we also find little to no space held for our Sacred Selves. When we can’t locate our sacredness in that gap, we realize that our settler-centric systems and institutions intentionally propagate the brokenness, and our unconscious biases as folx raised in those systems set us up to, in turn, unconsciously exacerbate the wound.*

I tell them that until we make these biases conscious, our best efforts are still breaking the path. Until our models of care include all bone, soil, water, air, and fungi, we’re still breaking the path. After the shock, denial, grief, and humiliation, their heartbreak around that realization and commitment to tending the spirited path gives way to the ancient call of the wild: embody, be, do.

We confront that we’ve always been animists without awareness or intention. As they settle into a fraught relationship with Nature, we discuss that by using the word animism to describe earth kinship, we’ve already reduced thousands of years of tradition and compressed the organic ways of being of countless peoples into one academic word that was never intended to truly describe any of this with respect. We begin to understand that the experience we call animism existed before words. Yet as is so often the case with English, it’s the word we have. It’s a word indigenous people don’t use and in many cases don’t accept as an appropriate or worthy descriptor of their all-kin traditions, juxtaposed with the efforts of scholars like Graham Harvey to reclaim it from a derogatory or critical term, and convey that there are as many animisms as there are cultures.4

Life choices change. Everything becomes sacred. Lineages reconcile. Communities thrive. We become more interested in verbs than nouns, tending rather than healing or curing. We realize that we are not just in relationship with Nature, but as indigenous poet, musician, and public speaker Lyla June, Ph.D., says, we are family with Nature and All Things.5 We realize that we are Nature. We begin knowing that animism is place-based experience of relationship. Only when we tend the broken path through eldering ourselves into direct relationship with All Things and surrender to the experience, knowledge, and wisdom of that bond do we understand ourselves as elders. Only when we embody and educate ourselves as animists do we create new paths worthy of our descendants and help facilitate healthy community for all peoples. And only when we understand that any iteration of animism we live in this time will still be incomplete do we begin to understand who we are becoming and what regenerative possibilities we can concoct. Our creative capacity, agency, and gratitude are the unique alchemy human persons bring to the planet, and they know no bounds.

I can identify with these biased responses in my students, understand where they’re coming from, and hold space for where they can go because I had those responses, too. I am a white, disabled, neurologically other, nonbinary, pansexual, female-bodied person who carries a certain marginalization along with privilege in settler culture. I still work through layers of blindness with regard to Nature, denial, bias, authority (my own and that of others), normalcy, and care. I still feel into the yearning of missing roots and draw out fear, awe, power, grief, hatred, and joy. I grew up with a grandfather who taught me that everything around me was alive and that my actions affect us all, and I still struggle to internalize what that really means in how I move among the relationships of this world. And I do very specifically say “move among” because as animists we don’t move “through,” or even “with.” We are not isolated flesh-bound objects distinct from place. We are place made flesh. We move among, connected with and carrying all of life, always in relationship, moving with us. I continue to learn how I need to move among differently, so that I honor all life, every day. All things considered, this book is not my success story, but one step in my elderhood. It is one route to doing better, of which there are infinite options.

Much of soul-tending discourse is now devoted to reaching into the deep past of well Ancestors—or those who have moved on from the living realm, reconciled their personal and collective traumas, and returned to oneness and are now ancestral Spirit Allies—and asking them to walk with us through these difficult times. Yet we don’t talk as much about our hungry ghosts—an ancient Asian reference to unreconciled dead, who feed on the life force of the living—or emphasize how we, ourselves, become well Ancestors. In this omission, we still aren’t addressing how we got here, or where fit elderhood is situated in not only how we live but how we die as well. Those things are related.

As well, we are not properly acknowledging that despite being conscripted into settler culture, indigenous cultures do have unbroken elder-Nature relationships that go back thousands of years, and that fact doesn’t grant outsiders rights to their wisdom and teachings. We aren’t appropriately acknowledging that others who were forced into settler culture forged supportive relationship with the indigenous people, ecosystems, and nonhuman spirits here, without taking. They made new paths where they stood.

As outsiders in place, we need to tend and cultivate our own way, a process that can only be accomplished by sitting with the ­brokenness, the histories of oppressed, oppressor, and supremacy, retrieving the strengths and wisdom of our lines and adapting teachings from those experiences to meet the needs of our time. In short, we have to deal with our shit without pathologizing it and from that wisdom cultivate strong lore in place that outlives us.

In settler culture we are broken from awareness of our inherent family in Nature, as are we broken from rites rooted in place and elements that create of us fit elders. Only when we realize that the break is recent, that for thousands of years we thoroughly engaged animistic eldering skills and situated ourselves healthily and intentionally into direct relationship with All Things, do we begin to feel that doing so again is possible.

This is eldering well, and it is within our reach. We can hold the wisdom and wounds of our Ancestors, as well as the liminal landscapes of our childhood, so that they lead us into better relationship with ourselves, Nature, our communities, and the spirit world. Through revisiting and creating vital aspects of life initiation, we on the broken path can create possible ways to get there. These include the following:


•Understanding our actual relationship to Nature rather than one we borrow, project, or romanticize

•Owning our personal role in the broken path and its impact on All Things

•Forming and continuously tending a cosmology through engaging the resources available at all levels to reconcile our disruption from kinship with Nature, the spirit world, our Ancestors, and the pool of living elder wisdom and recognizing the protection this brings

•Allowing the emergence of our Sacred Self through the rite of heartbreak

•Learning to embody and ground our sacredness for collective wholeness

•Tracing and reconciling life patterns that perpetuate the collective break

•Honoring our calling to tend community through discovering our personal relationship with All Things

•Passing on our wisdom with compassion by valuing our unique gift enough to give it

•Standing in the danger of the harm we’ve caused by engaging the relationship between agency and impact



By engaging these steps of growth and initiation and working through the personal introspection and engagement provoked by this book, we can cultivate our unique way to elder well. Each chapter includes introspections that use experiential exercises and journaling to come more into direct relationship with what eldering well really means. For some of the exercises, it would be helpful to have the skill to induce an intentional trance, but it isn’t required.

To truly engage this material and build the foundation needed to support the initiations of eldering well, approach it slowly and thoroughly. Take your time as you read through it all, and be sure to complete each introspection before progressing to the next chapter. Initiation into elderhood is the work of our lives, much of which in specificity is well beyond the scope of this book.

To clarify, this book doesn’t take you through a linear step-by-step approach to elderhood. That isn’t possible to orchestrate in a meaningful way. Rather, it celebrates our unique paths, cosmologies, and rituals and describes the dynamics that affect how we hold our agency and with which we are in relationship, so that we can each bring them into our awareness of eldering in our own way.

No one will become a fit elder just from reading this book; I’m not one just for writing it. This book was not written out of mastery but out of a longing for something I have not had, something that hasn’t been available in broken-path settler culture. This book doesn’t teach you how to be a fit elder, but it introduces components of eldering well that can start you on an animistic path.

That path will require self-awareness within relationship, skills, ­compassionate curiosity, and follow-through with each of these components to grow into our unique role as elder. My highest hope is that it sparks further exploration to express personal separation from Nature in a cultural context; to understand that Nature is All Things—all human and nonhuman beings and spirits; to see Self as inseparable from ecosystem; to find and cultivate power in relationship with Nature; to experience the connection between elderhood and Nature; to gain potential to see Self as elder, standing between the Ancestors and the descendants; and as much as possible to set life up in a way that supports our fit elderhood.

In truth, the path of our inherent relationship with Nature isn’t and has never been broken; we have only been locked in the cultural perception of not experiencing it. We’ve unconsciously participated in the lie that by virtue of being human we were always separate from and better than Nature. We have unknowingly participated in the lie that because we ancestrally created this mess and have perpetuated it through our own wounding, it must also be our final destiny. We have been groomed to ignore the path, to ignore our own wounding around separation from it, and to ignore that a path that leads into our ancestral kinship and land relationship still exists. The apathy generated from this systemic gaslighting is the indescribable yearning for something more that is so arrested by wounding it conveys like we don’t care, when in reality we care immensely and feel cut off from our sources of power to tend those wounds. From within those wounds, such kinship is ours to cultivate and tend, and the capability of that lived experience is wholly before us. Such is our origin of trauma and the route to fit elderhood.

Where that exploration leads us requires that we not only be detached from the outcome but that we prepare ourselves for not living to see its full manifestation. In fact, part of eldering well means that we won’t be around to see the outcome of our work here. Still, once we know it’s possible to be a fit elder, once we feel connected to a new way of being, we realize that we’re not alone in this pursuit, and that through awareness of relationship with Nature, we can create new paths to elderhood that sustain. In this way, we outcreate the system. We make new paths.

INTROSPECTION



Identifying Your Dream Team

The topics covered in this book will bring up big feelings. To give them the healthy expression they require, it will be helpful to identify and engage your support community—those human persons you can call on for help in all areas of your life. I call this community your Dream Team, and in every class that I teach (and in my books), I encourage folx to organize their Dream Team prior to beginning study. Because I don’t have the range to teach every skill I note in this book, I point to many resources to help you process what comes up. But even with those possibilities in place, assess your own Dream Team to help you fill needs that arise as you do the work of this book. Commit to exploring these anchors as you process your personal experience of the broken path and animism, and expect your Dream Team to change as you do.

Consider which spirit or earthly beings you would go to for support in each of the following categories:

[image: ]Emotional

[image: ]Psychological

[image: ]Physical

[image: ]Medical (allopathic and holistic)

[image: ]Nutritional

[image: ]Spiritual

[image: ]Energetic

[image: ]Basic needs

[image: ]Financial

[image: ]Gender

[image: ]Religious

[image: ]Antioppression

[image: ]Sexuality

[image: ]Identity

[image: ]Crisis

[image: ]Accountability

[image: ]Reparation

[image: ]Witnessing

[image: ]Transformative justice
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Exploring Your Relationships with Nature and Community

A secondary reason for organizing your Dream Team is that community is the whole point of animism. It is the ability to manage relationships well, which entails knowing your resources, calling on them when needed, feeding them when they need it, and continuously tending that entire support cycle.

As you cultivate a direct relationship with your Dream Team and the broken path, I strongly encourage you to journal on the following:


[image: ]What immediately comes to mind when you think of animism?

[image: ]What aspects of your life feel threatened by living more animistically?

[image: ]What are you willing to risk to embody yourself and move through life as an animist? As an elder?

[image: ]Are you willing to embody a way of moving among that isn’t here yet?

[image: ]What is most frightening to you about living animistically?

[image: ]What is most frightening to you about embracing elderhood?

[image: ]What do you perceive as the cost of not doing so?

[image: ]How does your body respond when you allow yourself to feel relationship to the broken path?

[image: ]Your body has never felt distanced from Nature. When you sit with that awareness, what does your body communicate?

[image: ]How can you support and respond to those feelings in a healthy way?

[image: ]When you think of family, what sensations come up in your body? How comfortable are you with these feelings?

[image: ]How comfortable are you with the human persons in your life whom you consider family?

[image: ]How comfortable are you with the human persons in your life whom you don’t consider family?

[image: ]Consider how any complex feelings will affect your family relationship to Nature.

[image: ]Consider this question: Have we always been animists but simply unaware of it?





*The spelling of folx rather than folks is used intentionally to indicate gender inclusivity.
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There’s no desire to be an adult. Adulthood is not a goal. It’s not seen as a gift. Something happened culturally: No one is supposed to age past 45—sartorially, cosmetically, attitudinally.

FRANCES MCDORMAND,
“A STAR WHO HAS NO TIME FOR VANITY”





A word I see coming up often in social contexts is adulting, as in, “I washed the laundry and voted, today. I adulted.” As if the step from child to adult and all it entails is extra. As if only certain people are expected to mature. As if we all carry the same expectations, time frame, privilege, and projections around what adulthood means. Instead of furthering those projections, I go with a verb I feel encompasses the experience better—humaning—as it reflects the range of responsibility, growth, and maturity demanded by life through all stages of development. Humaning reflects a process. At four years old, we can human well through personal action that benefits the family by taking our own dirty dishes to the sink. At forty years old we can human well by tithing and volunteering to benefit the community. At eighty years old we can human well by sharing with our descendants what worked and what didn’t, what we know now and wish we’d known then.

At heart, humaning well is something we all strive for and is expected of us, but humaning is hard. How do we get there? How do we human well? What resources and skills must we have to become that healthy balanced being? And why haven’t we had them? The truth is, the term adulting isn’t born from a rejection of maturity or a lazy attitude. It stems from the fatigue of generations who have been forced into an artificial projection of what adulthood should look like without the opportunity to arrive at an organic version of it and without the emotional, psychological, and spiritual tools they need to truly succeed at any version of it.

Our best resource for such growth is our elders, though therein lies one of our greatest cultural lacks. Our elders are the keepers of lore, which is the bridge between us and our Ancestors, the spirit world, and myth. According to Dictionary.com, a myth is “a traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of a people or explaining some natural or social phenomenon, and typically involving supernatural beings or events.” Myth is the animistic component of lore, the magickal aspect of the human narrative that reminds us we are Divine. Where we read about what seems to be impossible or absurd in mythology, we can decode it as being the representation of the Divine, the Sacred, the unseen animistic.

Likewise, lore is “a body of traditions and knowledge on a subject or held by a particular group, typically passed from person to person by word of mouth.” This knowledge is tradition-encompassing learned information passed to new generations. Lore involves stories, data about human-wildlife relationship, documentation of the path of communities through time and circumstance, and the myths that evolved as part of that narrative.

From an animistic standpoint, lore comprises cosmologies and relationships that help us make sense of the multiverse, our place in it, and our place in our communities. Cosmology is an assessment of how life as we understand it happens and the key forces that play a role in how life evolves and how it works.

The animistic mechanisms on Earth and in spirit—including the elements, directions, science, Spirit Allies, aspects of Self, human-persons community, tools (such as oracles, sacred texts, and rituals), Ancestors, and other meaningful components—make up a living, evolving connection between us and the spirit world that we access and engage in our spiritual practice through various means. That connection provides us with the lens through which we assess how we’re moving through life and see ourselves in All Things and find them within ourselves. In short, this connection is our cosmology, which is the container of our relationships.

Through lore, cosmology conveys literal evidence of how we fit into life, mythologized with spiritual meaning for how we move among, as well as instruction for how to stay in evolving relationship with cosmology that has been deemed worthy enough to pass on to descendants.

Inherited lore informs how we create and sustain relationships to Nature, Spirit Allies, ourselves, and our communities. We all have the capability to human well throughout life, as we all have the capability to elder well through our life’s wisdom. What remains in question is how we create the systems, structures, skills, and supports for us to all access our deepest capability to actually do so, when we haven’t had true elders to show us how.

And by that I don’t mean everything is our parents’ fault. When I say we have a cultural lack of animistic elders, I mean our experience of the broken path has created us as a people without a relationship to true eldering. In reality, our parents didn’t have fit animistic elders, and neither did their parents, and so on as far back as a few thousand years. In my estimation, and as I craft a potential for eldering well in this book, we lost our direct ties to eldering well when our indigeneity was absorbed into an overculture, when we were removed from Nature, when we stopped being animists, when we became colonized. The lack of well animistic elders is old, but in the grander scheme of being, it is not ancient. It is not who we always were.

When we sit with the realization that our Ancestors had a more intact direct relationship to Nature, we have to explore what caused our break from it. The specific catalysts are different in different parts of the world, and I can only speak to the one that I’m ancestrally connected to: the destabilization of indigenous Europe. As my ancestry and cosmology are comprised of Old Norse figures and concepts, occasionally in the text I refer to Old Norse terms. It is wholly appropriate to determine for yourself whether those or similar concepts are relevant to your ancestry and cosmology, and if so, how you might engage them through the reading of this book.

In her book The Norse Shaman, Evelyn Rysdyk presents a cohesive narrative of natural factors that contributed to the changed European/Eurasian relationship to Nature. The literal lay of the land changed with the extreme rise and fall of the sea level, which affected access to ancestral lands. With these shifts in terrain and access, famine forced an adaptation of skills. The relationship to land relied fully on elders’ knowledge of migration patterns and seasonal resources to survive. As Rysdyk points out, the most vulnerable of these populations wouldn’t have survived the catastrophic flooding that ensued, with the foremost among the losses being elders. Without their wisdom the entire community would have been at higher risk of collapse.1 After generations of success as hunter-gatherers on vast familiar lands, rapid climate change forced folx to shift to farming in order to sustain their food supplies, which also meant becoming less nomadic.

It’s difficult to convey in a few sentences the disruption, despair, and trauma that would have resulted from such a huge life change in a relatively short period of time. To give it better context, Gabor Maté has done extensive work distinguishing what we would consider a painful occurrence
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