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creating culture
by matt shull

I'm standing on a forested plateau deep in 
Hoosier National Forest on a hot summer 
morning. Two fires are burning at our base 
camp, one for cooking food, one for heating 
the rocks in our Inipi ceremony that will 
begin any moment. The night chorus of  
katydids, crickets, and tree frogs has been 
silent tonight. In fact, not even a hint of  
breeze has moved through the leaves of  the 
mature oaks and hickories that tower above 
us. Only the owls call tonight. From one end 
of  the reservoir to the next, back and forth 
they cry. Waling voices of  the horned, 
barred, barn and screech owl fill the stillness 
with an anxious feeling that is other worldly. 
I stand facing east waiting for the first blue 
light of  dawn. When it comes the men will 
return from their Vision Quest, we will 
enter the Lodge for our final two rounds 
and we will pray.
     
We have been preparing for this week for 
months. Gathering supplies, mapping, 
scheduling and logistics were the easy part. 
Navigating the peculiar internal calling to 
participate in this ancient right of  passage 
was the hard part. The Vision Quest is an 
extreme ceremony. Designed to challenge 

the participant in every way. Those who are 
called go out into the wilderness to find a 
place, a small patch of  ground where they 
will stay for four days and nights. There they 
will fast from food, fire, shelter, water and 
the company of  others. With only nature 
and the voice of  the spirit to sustain them, 
participants set out on an inward journey. 
They will confront terrifying fear, 
relentless boredom, piercing pain, 
tormenting insects, heat, thunder-
storms, sleeplessness, doubt and 
loneliness, but mostly they will 
confront their own minds. Coming 
from a culture that is built entirely 
on the avoidance of  these things, it 
is easy to understand the calling to 
be here. The relentlessness of  the 
Quest promises one thing, you will 
find yourself  on the other side. 
When you get to the other side you 
will find gratitude, purpose and 
power. This is Vision, whether it 
comes as a dream, an animal, a 
'hallucination' or a realization is 
irrelevant. What matters is that it comes. But 
one must empty their cup first, and 'die the 
little death' that occurs on the Quest.
     
The Lakota word for this ceremony is 
Hamblecha 'crying out in the night'. Our 
ceremony began four mornings ago on this 
same ridge. Amos Rodriguez has been a 
sundancer at the Wild Horse Sanctuary with 
the Ernest and Larue Afraid of  Bear 

tiospayes (extended families) for ten years, 
he pours our Inipi, gives prayers over the 
rocks that we bring in and shares Hamble-
cha blessings that have been passed to him 
through his family. It is a cool night at 3 am 
when we light the fire to begin. We will 
enter the Inipi at 5 am when the stones are 
ready, pour two rounds and head out to our 

Vision Quest sites in the blue light of  dawn. 
Some are already 'crying out in the night' 
from fear. When we return in four days we 
will be tall and strong, on the other side of  
fear. But for now the immensity of  those 4 
days looms in front of  us, we are anxious, 
worried, terrified.
     
What occurs on those four days is much 
more than can be written in an article or 
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even a book. But there is a father out there, 
a son, a spiritual leader and more. It will 
likely be the hardest 4 days of  their lives.
Humbly I say, though we began this 
ceremony with blessings from the Lakota, 
we also carry blessings from the Lipan and 
Akamba, yet this right of  passage is truly 
beyond ceremony and culture. It is a 
birthright gifted from the earth our mother 
to every living human.
     
As the blue light of  dawn on the final 
morning makes the ground barely naviga-
ble and the owls find their roosts, the 
seekers return from their quests. Their walk 
is meek and humble but their chests reach 
out with pride. We enter the Inipi. We sing 
our final songs and the youngest among us 
shares a song that, 'came to him from the 
earth', composed of  syllables and raw 
emotion, much like the Spokane songs that 
our teacher Barry Moses shares with us. It is 
a significant moment for us as facilitators of  
nature connection. To use Barry's analogy 
for this approach we 1) connect people to 
their own ancestry 2) connect people to the 
ancestry of  this land and 3) connect people 
to the voice of  this land directly. Here in 
number 3 is where we begin to 'create 
culture'. To 'create culture' we go to the 
source from where it has always come, the 
earth itself. And for this I am grateful. 
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Matt Shull is the founder of  White Pine 
Wilderness Academy. Designing rites of  passage 
for himself  and others is Matt’s deepest passion. 
His commitment to helping others find their gifts 
and live their vision is his life purpose.

Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one's courage - Anais Nin
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