Rites of Passage: a personal view
By Pauline Kennedy Allan

What is a Rite of Passage?

In my view aRite of Passage is simply a specia ceremony to mark a changein your
life. It needn’t be abig ritual and could be as simple as taking a moment to appreciate
that you have changed.

The most common rites of passage are the naming of a new child, the handfasting or
marriage of a couple and the passing or funeral rite. Others could include the marking
of conception and the stages of pregnancy, marking the birth of a child, becoming
parents, getting your first set of house keys, passing adriving test, getting drunk for
thefirst time, first sex, becoming grandparents and many others.

Why have a Rite of Passage: Life Changes

Aswe move through our lives we grow and change. The physical aspects of growth
are marked by visible things like needing new clothing and shoes. The mental
changes are often marked by tests and exams or by simply being able to do something
that you couldn't do before. The emotional and spiritual changes we undergo are not
aways marked in any way and sometimes as pagans we feel the need to redress this
imbalance. Often that means aritual of some kind.

A ritual to mark alife change need not be complicated or involve several people. It
could be just you taking a moment out of your day to day life to reflect on what has
happened and how it has changed you and to mark that moment as atime of change
and of beginning a new phase of your life. In one sense everyday becomes arite of
passage because everyday is different to the one before but some are even more so
and it’ s those extra special changes that we often feel the need to actively do
something in the way of aritual. In some cases we plan these rituals carefully,
especially where they involve changes in others as well as, or instead of, ourselves. In
other cases we let our inspiration flow with the moment. Thereisno right or wrong
way of doing any kind of ritual, including rites of passage!

Trialsand Ordeals

In various cultures certain rites of passage, especially man or woman- hood were
preceded by some level of trial or ordeal. To some extent | feel thisismerely a
reflection of what life itself does to you before any rite of passage. For example
pregnancy, while awonderful experience, is also the ordeal that prepares you to some
extent for the exhaustion levels of new motherhood. Labour or even waiting to go
into labour can be the trial that precedes the final birth into your new life as a mother.
| speak here as one who has recently undergone these experiences. | can't speak for
fathers and what ordeals they might feel during this process although I'm sure trying
to deal with increasing mood swings of your partner islikely to be one of them. Any
trial or ordeal is of necessity a highly individual experience what feels like atrial for
one person will not be for another.



In my opinion even joyous events like a handfasting are preceded by a series of trials
and ordeals — most often surrounding the families and trying to do something that is
meaningful to you but that doesn’t cause offence to your closest family members! In
some cases ordeal s can be taken on by those who have a special role to play in your
ritual, for a handfasting this might be the chief bridesmaid or maid of honour and the
best man. In the case of a handfasting some of the events leading up to the big day
can themselves be rites of passage which some choose to leave out like the "stag” or
"hen" night. These events can be seen as either preparatory trials to the main event or
asrites of passage themselves depending on what happens at them.

So what do these trials and ordeals do? They prepare and test you for the changes you
are about to undergo. In some cases they are also part of the change as not all major
life changes are voluntary ones. Some are thrust upon us and these are often very
traumatic experiences. An example of alife change that most would not choose is the
break up of arelationship leading perhaps to separation or divorce. We are tested and
tempered in the fires of life and when we come out of the other side of this testing we
often feel we have changed more profoundly that we thought we would be before or
during the testing. In some cases these ordeals can also be ones that span a
considerable number of months, or stages each one of which you may wish to mark
with aritual.

Initiations and New Beginnings

Once the testing is complete we have a choice, acknowledge the change or reject it.
Rejecting it could lead to another set of trials or it might not. We might try to carry
on asif nothing has changed but in our deepest hearts we usually know that is not
true. If we choose to acknowledge the change then we are acknowledging a rebirth,
an initiation into anew phase of our lives. We have a gateway to step through and
that step may only take amoment but it isin taking that step that we open ourselves
uptoanew lifeor anew rolein life. To metaking that step is as much an initiation
as any formal initiation ceremony within a path such as Wicca or Druidry and an
initiation should be marked in some way even if it just a quiet moment of reflection.

Sometimes you will want to share this change with as many people as you can gather
together and at other times you will want to mark the change quietly, privately and
personally. When our son was born my husband and | wanted to share with everyone
we knew the joy and wonder of having anew life join our family. After we returned
from hospital and had begun to get to grips with life as new parents we had a family
gathering with a ssmple naming and welcoming ceremony for our son. On amore
personal and private level | needed to take afew moments to give thanks for the safe
birth of my son and to acknowledge the changes that were beginning in my life. This
was something | did as soon as | physically could after the birth. It was an intensely
emotional experience but one that | needed to do and needed to do on my own.

Moving On

Once you have acknowledged the change, in whatever way you have seen fit to, you
need to move on. The time has come to start living this new part of your life
whatever that may be. In some casesthisis easy to do, for example you can’t do
anything but continue with your new life as parents once the baby is born. Y ou do



begin to wonder what you did that made life seem so busy before becoming parents
but essentially you move on because you can't turn the clock back even if you wanted
to. Inother cases moving on is hard and possibly the hardest time of al isfollowing
the death and rite of passing of someone close to you. | have been told that each day
bringsit's own ordeals, so each day could bring another rite of passage in the process
of grieving. But moving on and taking on that new role or aspect to your lifeisvery
much a part of the overall process.

The Rite of Passage, whatever it may be, marks the key turning point in the process of
change. In many cases it does not mean that the changes are completed or that you
are suddenly ableto effortlessly cope with your new phase of life. Theriteisa
marker for change but as with rituals that mark the changing seasons the changes do
not stop, the cycle continues and in time we come to the next turning point in our
lives.

Some practical concerns

Tofinish | would like to offer alist of questions that may help you prepare for arite
of passageif it isone you feel you need to carefully prepare for rather than one that
just happens. Thislist isonly meant as a starting point not as a definitive guide.

What istherite of passage marking?

Whoiisit for?

What has |ed to this point?

When do you want to hold the ritual?

Will things change afterwards, if so how?

Do you want help to prepare your ritual, if so who?
Do you want to beinside or outside?

Do you want to do this on your own or with others?
Do you have any ideas for what steps you want to include (e.g. casting acircle,
calling the quarters, calling on any particular deities)?
Who do you want or need to include?

Do you need or want any tools or items for the ritual ?
Do you need or want music of any kind?

Remember that for arite of passage to fill the kind of emotional and spiritual need we
would likeit to it should be put together or written (in the case of more complex
rituals) either by or for the person going through the rite. This meansthat it is not
going to be the same as any other rite of the same kind although it may be similar to
others. It should be unique to the person or peopleit is developed for.
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