
The  Men’s  Rites  of Passage:  a  personal  reflection  

I bl am e  my  wi f e .   I t  w a s  she  wh o  had  picke d  up  a  bo o k  wi t h  a  ra t h e r  s t r a n g e  t i t l e,  “From  

Wild  man  t o  Wise  Man”,  by  an  Ame r i c a n  wi t h  a  f o r e i g n  soun d i n g  name:  Richa r d  Rohr.  I t  

w a s  she  wh o  rea d  i t,  and  i t  wa s  she  wh o  saw  an  adve r t i s e m e n t  f o r  t h i s  we i r d-soun d i n g  

even t ,  t h e  Men’s  Ri t e s  o f  Pass a g e.  I t  wa s  she  wh o  t a l k e d,  no,  bul l ie d  me  in t o  a t t e n d i n g  

i t.  I t  is  she  t o  wh o m  I am  e t e r n a l l y  gr a t e f u l .

When  I ma d e  my  wa y  t o  Laund e  Abb e y,  some w h e r e  in  t h e  mi d d l e  o f  rur a l,  rol l in g  

Leices t e r s h i r e,  I had  ver y  li t t l e  idea  wh a t  t h e  Men’s  Ri t e s  o f  Pass a g e  w a s  ab o u t .  I had  

f i l l e d  in  a  ra t h e r  chall en g i n g  ap p l ic a t i o n  f o r m,  wh ich  ask e d  me  ques t i o n s  like,  “in  wh a t  w a y  

has  li f e  ini t i a t e d  you?”  t o  wh ich  I di dn’ t  rea l l y  kno w  th e  ans w e r ,  becau s e  I di dn’ t  rea l l y  

kno w  wh a t  such  a  w o r d  as  “ini t i a t i o n ”  wa s  sup p o s e d  t o  mea n.

I f o u n d  ou t .   I t  w a s  some t h i n g  t o  do  wi t h  a  21s t  cen t u r y  ap p r o a c h  t o  t h e  ra t h e r  

imp o r t a n t  t a s k  o f  gr o w i n g  up.   O f  cour s e,  I wa s  gr o w n  up  in  t h e  obv i o u s  sense:  mi d  40 s,  

wi t h  f o u r  mo r e-or-less  gr o w n- up  chil d r e n;  bu t  in  t h e  cen t r e  o f  me,  my  spi r i t u a l i t y  i f  you  

like,  I’m  no t  so  sur e.  I w a s n’ t  reac t i n g  so  we l l  t o  my  own  s t o r y  – o f  wh ich  mo r e  la t e r.

Ove r  t h e  cour s e  o f  t h e  f i v e  da y s  o f  t h e  Men’s  Ri t e s  o f  Pass a g e,  I lea r n e d  a  gre a t  dea l  

ab o u t  myse l f ,  and  ab o u t  my  f e l l o w  men.   In t h e  mi d d l e  o f  t h i s  gen t l e,  rol l in g  coun t r y s i d e  I 

lea r n e d  f i v e  har d  less on s.   I’m  no t  go i n g  t o  say  wh a t  t h e y  we r e,  i t  w o u l d  t a k e  t o o  long.  

Bu t  I shou l d  pe r h a p s  al t e r  ‘lear n e d’  t o  ‘expe r i e nc e d’,  and  t h a t ’ s  ver y  di f f e r e n t .

To  t e l l  you  a  bi t  ab o u t  myse l f :  in  t h e  f e w  yea r s  prece d i n g  t h e  Men’s  Ri t e s  o f  Pass a g e,  I 

los t  my  pre s t i g i o u s  job,  my  f a t h e r ,  and  my  mo t h e r ,  in  t h a t  or d e r.  I’m  onl y  go i n g  t o  spe a k  



ab o u t  t h e  las t  o f  t h e s e,  bu t  each  hol d s  i t s  ow n  s t o r y.   My  mo t h e r  die d,  or  ra t h e r  she  

ra t h e r  gr ac e f u l l y  decline d,  wi t h  Par k i n s o n’s  dise a s e  sur r o u n d i n g  her  f i n a l  yea r s.  The  t i m e  

came  whe n  clea r l y  she  had  onl y  we e k s  or  mon t h s  t o  live.

Becaus e  all  her  chil d r e n  are  geo g r a p h i c a l l y  disp e r s e d,  we  ag r e e d  a  ro t a  wh e r e b y  we  w ou l d  

all  spen d  a  wee k  wi t h  her  in  t u r n,  ove r  t h e  comin g  t i m e.   She  wa s  s t i l l  living  in  her  ow n  

home,  sup p o r t e d  wi t h  w o n d e r f u l  pa l l i a t i v e  car e.

My  wee k  ar r i v e d.   Wha t  t h e y  had n’ t  t o l d  us  ab o u t  t h e  pa l l i a t i v e  care,  wi t h  i t s  po t e n t  mix  

o f  mo r p h i n e  and  o t h e r  dru g s,  wa s  t h a t  one  o f  t h e  side-e f f e c t s  w a s  cons t i p a t i o n .   In t h e  

wee k  prece d i n g  “my”  wee k,  she  had n’ t  been  abl e  t o  use  t h e  t o i l e t .  In t h e  mi d d l e  o f  t h e  

t h i r d  nigh t ,  I hea r d  her  cryin g  ou t  and  wen t  t o  her.  There  she  s t o o d ,  in  t h e  ba t h r o o m ,  her  

wh o l e  t i r e d,  t i r e d  bo d y  cove r e d  wi t h  bo d y  w a s t e .  In her  con f u s e d  men t a l  s t a t e ,  she  had  

onl y  man a g e d  t o  mak e  th i n g s  u t t e r l y ,  aw f u l l y  w o r s e.  Ther e  I w a s,  a  mi d d l e-ag e d  man  

f a c i n g  t h e  humb l i n g  f a c t  o f  hav in g  t o  dea l  wi t h  my  mo t h e r  like  a  recen t l y-bo r n  chil d,  

f a c i n g  squ a r e-on  th e  f u l l  circle  o f  li f e.  

Rea d e r,  I w a s h e d  her.   I s t o o d  her  in  t h e  ba t h  and  res t o r e d  t o  her  di gn i t y ,  as  bes t  I coul d.  

Someh o w ,  I bun d l e d  her  back  in t o  bed  and,  like  t h e  child  t h a t  she  had  becom e,  she  slep t .

I di dn’ t,  much,  t h a t  nigh t .  I t  w a s  rea l l y  onl y  in  t h i s  t im e,  jus t  be f o r e  she  die d,  t h a t  I 

rea l i z e d  t h a t  now,  I w a s  on  my  own  wi t h  no-one  t o  ‘run’  t o,  and  th a t  in  a  sense,  ‘gr o w i n g  

up  w a s  t h e  onl y  op t i o n ’.  Bu t  t h i s  w a s n’ t  a  calm,  ma t u r e  re f l e c t i o n :  i t  wa s  ang r y  a t  t h e  

lack  o f  in f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  had  led  t o  t h i s,  ang r y  a t  her  and  my  humi l i a t i o n .   I t  w a s  onl y  

la t e r ,  du r in g  t h e  pr oc e s s  o f  t h e  Ri t e s  t h e m s e l v e s,  t h a t  t h e  phr a s e  I had  rea d  in  t h e  

ap p l ic a t i o n  f o r m  becam e  rea l:  “ f o r  man y  pe o p l e,  li f e  ini t i a t e s  you  any w a y…”  t h a t  scene  



came  t o  mind.  Spend i n g  t h a t  t i m e  wi t h  my  mo t h e r ,  be f o r e  she  die d,  I exp e r i e nc e d  no t  

onl y  t h e  gr ac i o u s  ele g a n c e  o f  her  san g u i n e  mom e n t s ,  bu t  als o,  by  my   ea r t h y  

pa r t i c i p a t i o n  in  her  ingl o r i o u s  pa t h  o f  descen t ,   t h e  sup r e m e  pr i vi l e g e  o f  sha r i n g  her  

dea t h ,  and  seei n g  in  i t,  t h e  hum b l e  pre-f i g u r i n g  o f  my  ow n…  th e  do w n  becam e  as  valu a b l e  

as  t h e  up.

Now,  I rel a t e  t h i s  s t o r y  no t  becau s e  i t’s  speci a l,  bu t  beca u s e  i t  isn’ t.  I have  come  t o  hea r  

man y  men’s  s t o r i e s  and  th e  ‘pa t h  o f  descen t ’  t h a t  t h e y  have  eng a g e d  wi t h  has  been  so  

di f f e r e n t  t o  mine.  Bu t  t h e  comm o n  t h r e a d  has  al w a y s  been  t h e  rea l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  is  

dea t h ,  t h e r e  is  f a i l u r e,  and  t h e r e  are  t im e s  whe r e  t h e r e  is  no t h i n g  “go o d ”  t o  say.  Bu t  

ho w  you  dea l  wi t h  t h i s,  how  you  emb r a c e  i t  even,  as  I emb r a c e d  my  mum,  is  wh a t  come s  

t o  ma t t e r .  Par t i c i p a t i n g  in  a  “wa k e-up  call”  t o w a r d s  a  ma t u r e ,  adu l t  ap p r o a c h  t o  t h e  

t h i n g s  in  li f e  t h a t  simp l y  don’ t  wo r k  ou t  t h e  wa y  you  had  pl ann e d  th e m  t o,  is  a  

w on d e r f u l  libe r a t i o n .   Comin g  t o  be  o f  serv ice  t o  o t h e r  pe o p l e  as  t h e y  come  t o  t h e  sam e  

rea l i z a t i o n  is  a  w on d e r f u l  pri v i l e g e.  Form i n g  a  comm un i t y  o f  gr o w n- up  men  wh o  have  

s t a r e d  li f e’s  rea l i t i e s  in  t h e  f a c e,  and  have  s t o p p e d  reac t i n g  t o  t h e m  like  bi g  ove r s i z e d  

t e e n a g e r s,  is  a  simp l y  ma g n i f i c e n t .

This  wh o l e  pr oc e s s  o f  deve l o p i n g  an  adu l t  ma l e  spi r i t u a l i t y  which  t h e  Men’s  Ri t e s  o f  

Pass a g e  se t s  ou t  t o  ini t i a t e  w a s  f o r  me  o f  pr o f o u n d ,  alm o s t  imme a s u r a b l e  value.   The  

reconn ec t i o n  t h a t  i t  ena b l e d  me  t o  unde r t a k e  be t w e e n  my  own  s t o r y  and  my  ow n  

emo t i o n a l  res p o n s e  t o  i t,  (I haven’ t  t o l d  you  ab o u t  my  job  and  my  f a t h e r  ye t…)  wa s  

pr o f o u n d .  



I also  nee d  t o  ma k e  i t  clea r  t h a t  t h i s  sense  o f  re-connec t i o n,  comin g  in  all  di f f e r e n t  

sha p e s  and  sizes  f o r  di f f e r e n t  men,  wa s  a  comm o n  exp e r i e nc e  f o r  eve r y o n e  wh o  

a t t e n d e d  th e  Ri t e s  wi t h  me,  and,  as  I have  come  t o  lea r n,  is  a  comm o n  exp e r i e nc e  f o r  

alm o s t  eve r y o n e  wh o  a t t e n d s  t o  t h e i r  spi r i t u a l  gr o w t h  in  t h i s  w a y.  The  Ri t e s  pr o v i d e d  us  

all  wi t h  a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  emo t i o n a l  re-connec t i o n  t h a t  s t a n d s  al on g s i d e,  ad d i n g  de p t h  t o,  

and  no t  in  con t r a d i c t i o n  wi t h,  any  rel i g i o u s  or  o t h e r  vie w s.  

So  all  I can  do,  is   rel a t e  my  s t o r y,  and  t r y  t o  convince  you  wi t h  t h e s e  f e w  wo r d s  t h a t  t h e  

invi t a t i o n  t o  a t t e n d  t h e  Ri t e s  is  a  f a n t a s t i c  op p o r t u n i t y  f o r  eve r y  man:  any  age,  any  se t  

o f  rel i g i o u s  values  or  none,  any  sexu a l  ori en t a t i o n ,  any  race,  skin  t o n e;  any  his t o r y  o f  

success  or  f a i l u r e  or  bo t h ,  wh a t e v e r  t o p i c,  wh a t e v e r  scal e.  Even  peo p l e  wh o  like  mo d e l  

t r a i n s  (only  jokin g).  Do w n l o a d  t h e  f o r m.  Think  gen t l y  ab o u t  t h e  exp e r i e nc e  i t  is  invi t i n g  

you  t o  re f l e c t  on.  Take  t h e  risk:  f i l l  i t  in, send  i t  o f f .  Joi n  us  on  s t a r t i n g  t h e  res t  o f  you r  

li f e  wi t h  a  clea r e r  visi on  and  da r e  I say  i t,  t h e  po s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  dee p e r,  mo r e  gr o u n d e d ,  

mascu l i ne  spi r i t u a l i t y .  

Ste p h e n  A


