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Praise for In the Absence of the Ordinary


“In partnership with poets, places and practice, Francis Weller teaches us that it is time to know nothing, time to become immense, time to become seasoned adults through ritual and initiation, time to do our soul work, time to apprentice slowness and listen to trees, and time to, in the words of Rilke, let the future speak ruthlessly through us.” 

— adrienne maree brown, author of Emergent Strategy and Loving Corrections




“As you [read this book], I suspect the world around you will begin to churn and curdle, and you might find yourself surrounded by a murmuring parliament of the rest of us welcoming you into the rough creases of our common descent.”

—Bayo Akomolafe, PhD, author of These Wilds Beyond our Fences




“The honesty that these essays ask of us is their greatest gift. What Francis Weller invites us to embrace in the Long Dark is not our valor and virtues so much as our colossal loss and grief.”

—Joanna Macy, author of World As Lover, World As Self




“Pierced by the multiple crises now roiling all earthbound lives, Francis Weller offers sober and elegant guidelines for facing the long dark rapids looming on our collective horizon. Come on down to the river. Pull up a log. Lean into the fire. Francis is here, casting spells and opening a hidden door to the animate underworld and to the unremembered sacred.”

—Bill Plotkin, author of Soulcraft and The Journey of Soul Initiation




“With poetic and penetrating insight, Francis Weller invites us on a journey of the soul, one that reveals —in the dark passages of loss and grief—our collective immensity, belonging and luminosity.” 

—Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance and Radical Compassion




“A soul-provoking read that invokes a powerful message: Even in the face of challenges, there exists a medicine to guide us through the evolving landscape of our lives. Francis Weller’s missive serves as a beacon of hope, encouraging us to nurture a wild, rich existence despite the looming uncertainties ahead. A numinous and compelling read.” 

—Joanne Cacciatore, PhD, author of Bearing the Unbearable




“Francis Weller reaches deep into the holy ground of our awakening—both individual and collective—and, with fierce kindness, invites us to become purposeful apprentices of fear, sorrow, and loss. An inspired, uplifting, and unique voice for moving into our deeply uncertain future. I highly recommend this book.” 

—Duane Elgin, author of Choosing Earth, The Living Universe, and Voluntary Simplicity




“Francis Weller’s new book is an island of solace in a darkening sea. The more turbulent our lives become, the more we need Weller’s inspiration and compassion. Here is an invitation to the troubled and grieving to embrace the glory and grace of the world.”

—Kathleen Dean Moore, author of Wild Comfort




“Francis Weller is a luminous dharma lamp of wisdom in these turbulent times and a skilled, much-needed sherpa of the underworld, here to guide us through the unknown. Buy this book, send it to everyone you love!” 

—Rashani Réa, earth steward, farmer, artist, and creatrix of Beyond Brokenness, Beneath All Appearances




“Recognizing that ‘soul-shattering’ loss and grief must overtake us all, Francis Weller guides us to our own capacity to plod through the difficult territory of sorrow, while opening to the beauty that is both part of that terrain and awaiting our sharpened, softened presence upon emergence from it. ‘We are meant to feed life in an ongoing way,’ Weller writes. This book is both an initiation ceremony and a refuge for feeding life, even at the most difficult times.”

—Trebbe Johnson, author of Radical Joy for Hard Times




“More than reading this book, . . . I want to live into the potential it envisions and share it with everyone I love. Weller bids us to embrace the journey into the realm of soul, dreams, mystery, imagination, and darkness, offering practical ways to weave the threads of medicine found there into our daily lives. In a muddled world, Weller brings clarity, wisdom, intimacy, reverence, and fluency with what the wild soul most wants. ‘You are necessary,’ he writes. ‘It is time to become immense.’” 

—Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer, author of The Unfolding and host of The Poetic Path
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To the Anima Mundi,  

the Soul of the World





The world and the gods are dead or alive according  

to the condition of our souls.

—James Hillman
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Introduction In the Absence of the Ordinary

Day by day, we shape a life. Sometimes rather aimlessly, and at other times with deliberation and intention. The more we pay attention, the more we notice the many ordinary moments that add texture and meaning to our lives. Greeting a friend on the street; a shared meal; a quiet walk in the woods; going to the market or gazing at the night sky. Nothing special. Simply the ordinary rounds of coming and going, connection and engagement. We depend upon these gestures to sustain the currency of belonging.

These days, however, the felt sense of continuity and participation in our day-to-day world has been radically altered. When the pandemic emerged in 2020, the experience of the familiar was eclipsed as much of the world came to an abrupt stop. In addition, the growing impact of climate disruption, cultural fragmentation, regional conflicts, and economic uncertainty has crashed into our psychic lives adding to the feeling that we are not living in ordinary times. We can no longer divide the world out there from the world in here. It is becoming increasingly clear that our lives are completely entangled with the living fabric of the world. How could they not be?

In truth, we have entered a prolonged season of descent that has taken us down into a different geography. It is a time of gravity and extremes as we witness the hottest temperatures on record, inflamed political discourse, the fraying of social bonds, and the emerging reality of widespread species extinction. In the imagery of myth and fairy tales, we have left the ordinary world and have entered the underworld, a sightless terrain that is shadowy and strange. The underworld is a place of dream and imagination, of gestation and mystery, of uncertainty and silence. This move into the underworld has left our sense of bearing dislodged. We don’t fully know where we are at this moment in our shared story. We must learn to get quiet and still. We must develop our capacity to see with what Zen teacher and author Susan Murphy calls the “dark adapted eye.”1

In this shadowed terrain, we encounter a landscape familiar to soul—loss, grief, death, uncertainty, vulnerability, and fear. We have—in the old language of alchemy—crossed into the nigredo, the blackening. The alchemists described this time as a season of decay, of shedding and endings, of falling apart and undoing. It is not difficult to see these are the conditions of our world. This is not a time of rising and growth. It is not a time of confidence and ease. No. We are hunkered down. “Down” being the operative word. From the perspective of soul, down is holy ground.

Collectively, we are not familiar with descent as something valued and essential and most assuredly not something we consider holy. Most of us live in an ascension culture. We love things rising up . . . up . . . up . . . always up. We value success and strength, power and prowess. When things begin to go down, we can feel panic, uncertainty, and even dread. How can we meet these unpredictable times with a sense of courage and faith? Courage to keep our hearts open to face the world as it is and faith that something meaningful lingers in the descent. How can we, once again, come to see the holiness that dwells in the darkness?

To remember the sacredness in the dark, it is important that we become fluent in the manners and ways of soul. By soul I am referring more to a way of seeing than to some metaphysical reality. I hold soul from an archetypal perspective, following in the long lineage that flows through James Hillman and Carl Jung, down through the poetic traditions, an animist sensibility, and into indigenous mind. Soul draws us downward, into the geography of vulnerability, tenderness, loss, intimacy, and death. It keeps us close to longing, beauty, ritual, outrage, and the forest of the imagination. Soul circulates through the terrain of wounds and suffering, close to the broken heart, keeping us near to what is found on the margins, both internally and culturally. Soul is both deeply interior, offering us a sense of who we are most authentically, and simultaneously communal at the same time. Soul navigates the twining trail between sovereignty and intimacy. To know soul is to feel our wild entanglement with all things, revealing our ongoing relationship with the anima mundi, the soul of the world.

As we descend ever farther into the collective unknown, into the underworld, we are called to remember the disciplines of soul that may enable us to navigate through what I have come to call the Long Dark. Primary among these disciplines is the practice of deep listening, which acknowledges the wisdom in others and in the dreaming Earth. When we listen deeply, we begin to uncover what wants to be brought into awareness. We become receptive and permeable to sources of wisdom that lie beyond the purely human. Listening is the art of reverence. The Inuit living north of the Arctic Circle have a word in their language, qarrtsiluni, which translates “Sitting together in the darkness, waiting for something to happen or burst forth.” This expectant attitude is rich with deep listening, aching to hear the song that will provide for the village.

A second discipline that is essential for these times is restraint.* Restraint offers a breath, a pause, a moment of reflection, which allows things to be revealed. Restraint enables something to ripen before we move into action. Additionally, humility honors our mutuality and brings us close to the ground, a gesture that keeps us aware of our entanglement with the living world.

A further discipline we need to develop is our capacity to embrace not knowing. Not knowing reminds us that we live in mystery, an ever-unfolding, unshaped moment. When we drop into the space of not knowing, we are able to suspend our contrived expectations we so readily rely upon. We become susceptible to mystery
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