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CEREMONY  
 
The word “ceremony” comes from the Latin caerimonia, and means “an outward 
rite or observance; the performance of some solemn act according to a 
prescribed form.”1 Ceremonies have always had a place of special importance in 
human society. A ceremony is generally conducted in a formal, structured 
manner and is connected to a collective purpose or gesture.  It can be as simple 
as a celebration of a special occasion with a few participants or as complex as a 
major life rite of passage played out on the international stage. An individual 
ceremony can be different each time it is performed and can be used for a variety 
of purposes. But no matter what the focus of the ceremony, it must convey that 
the participants, the purpose, and the moment are unique, special, and sacred. A 
ceremony must say something that matters. 
 
Ceremonies can be used to 

• Convey a message or lesson 
• Celebrate, recognize and honor special accomplishments or events  
• Challenge and inspire individuals toward spiritual growth 
• Express gratitude or give thanksgiving for gifts and benefits that we have 

received 
• Petition and pray for ourselves and others 
• Honor the sacred and divine and bring us into relationship to it 
• Facilitate healing on the physical, emotional, intellectual, or spiritual levels 
• Create communities, connect people, and foster relationships 
• Infuse and nurture our spiritual essence with a deepened enthusiasm and 

help anchor meaning and exploration, increasing our faith, trust, and hope  
 

RITUAL 
 
The word “ritual” comes from the Latin ritus meaning “rite,” “a formal procedure or 
act in a religious or other solemn observance” or “a custom or practice of a formal 
kind, a social observance.”2  According to theologian Tom Driver, “Rituals are 
primarily instruments designed to change a situation.”  In other words, 
ceremonies and rituals transform one state of being into another. For our 
purposes, ritual is the repetition of a specific ceremony over time.  A ritual is 
performed in the same manner, contains the same elements, and follows 
established protocols that remain unchanged.  By doing this, a ritual creates an 
energetic template for a ceremony that is available to everyone who performs it in 
the specific and proscribed manner.  This template becomes stronger as the 
ceremony is repeated and it allows participants to access not only the power of 
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the immediate ceremony, but also the power that is contained in the lineage of 
the ceremony as well.   
 
Alberto Vilholdo of the Four Winds Society teaches that there are four levels 
through which the ceremonialist shaman engages the world. These levels 
correspond to the four domains of vibration and light available to humans.  They 
are the realm of the physical world (our body), the realm of thoughts and ideas 
(our mind), the realm of myth (our soul) and the realm of spirit (energy). When 
working with ritual and ceremony, we work at all levels—engaging body, mind, 
soul, feeling, and spirit in a great transformational leap.  Albert Einstein once said 
that the problems we face in life cannot be solved at the place in which they were 
created. Shifting to an expanded realm of perception at a higher energetic 
vibration can help us exercise discernment and wisdom in a new light from a new 
vantage point.  We are no longer trapped in the endless cycle of a destructive 
and outmoded pattern of being. Instead, we become at choice to embrace a new 
and more robust energetic pattern that aligns with our soul's true nature.  
  
The realm of myth (soul) is encountered through the language of poetry, music, 
dance, stories, fairy tales, symbols, and images. When we engage in this realm 
where ordinary language is inadequate, we work as close as we can to the 
essential realm of spirit. This is the realm talked about in the ancient traditions of 
the Buddhist, Egyptian, and Celtic and reported by individuals who have had 
near-death experiences (for example, those documented by Raymond Moody). It 
is in this realm that we can shift, through ritual and ceremony, from dying in a 
place of fear to transitioning in a place of peace, and can more easily stay 
conscious for the journey ahead.3 
 

EXERCISE: CREATING DAILY 
CEREMONY OR RITUAL 

 
Consciously become an observer of your day-to-day activities for a week.  Make 
note each day of your observations. As you do, consider: what daily activities are 
or could be considered "ceremonies or rituals"?  
 
Which of these rituals could be enhanced if you bring more conscious awareness 
to their meaning?   
 
What rituals would you like to develop to bring more peace in your life?   
 
 



 3 

SACRED SPACE 
 
Sacred space is an energetic container that is created by one or more individuals 
to summon the energetic power of spirit (“As above”) and of nature (“So below”), 
anywhere on Earth. For a spiritual shift to occur, an individual must feel 
energetically protected and safe.4  When sacred space is created, a vibration of 
safety and protection is anchored in the energetic sphere that is created.  The 
higher the vibration, the greater the energetic sense of safety and the more 
possible transformation becomes.  Within sacred space everyone is protected 
and supported toward the highest and greatest good by the flow of the energetic 
container.  
 
You may be quite familiar already with the sense of sacred space through your 
work in spiritual healing and counseling, where it is a basic part of what occurs in 
a session. In spiritual healing and counseling, sacred space 

• Honors the work 
• Identifies the sacred nature of the practice 
• Maximizes efficiency by providing sufficient energy and source 
• Provides guidance outside of the "known" 
• Protects and comforts 
• Creates alignment with Divine purpose in a conscious way that encourages 
ego to take a back seat 
 

In the context of Caring for Souls, ceremony or ritual is used to create sacred 
space when conducting sacred rites of passage, marking those occasions when 
a soul is experiencing a significant shift in energy on the spiritual journey. 
 
 
 

EXERCISE:  
CREATING SACRED SPACE 

 
What is your definition of sacred space?  
 
Do you have a way of creating sacred space in your professional or personal life?  
If so, what is it? 
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In what ways, if any, has this teaching shifted your understanding of sacred 
space?   
 
Will it change your practice in any way? If so, how?  
 
Share your insights and experiences with your faculty instructor or with a spiritual 
friend. 
 
 

ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES 
OF A CEREMONIALIST 

 
When we create sacred space, we leave behind the affairs of ordinary life, the 
countless distractions and frustrations of the world, and prepare to encounter the 
Divine. Sacred space allows each person within it to enter into the inner 
landscape where healing takes place. Following are the roles and responsibilities 
of a ceremonialist:5 
 
Intention—Intentional integrity requires that the ceremonialist understand the 
difference between their own desires and the desires of the client. It is imperative 
to align with the highest purpose of the participant and to understand the line 
between their purpose and yours.  Intention should be constructed in such a way 
that it does not cross another person's karmic path.  The ceremonialist cannot 
know what the client's full contract with the Divine requires.    
 
The ceremonialist must guide and coach the client to an understanding of and 
commitment to their own healing.  This requires a clarity of intention that allows 
them to know what they want.  This is not a purpose such as, "When my healing 
is done I intend to be able to run a mile." Words such as "I think," "I'll try," "I 
hope," and broad intentions such as "I am going to be a better person" or "I want 
to get rid of my fear" are not clear. Once an intention had been expressed it 
should remain the focus of the work and is the place from which all of the work 
flows.  Other issues or difficulties may be uncovered along the way, but they are 
not the focus of this ceremony and they may not be what the client has requested 
help with.  The ceremonialist must be clear with the client about what they have 
been asked to address and what they will address. 
 
Alignment—Place your intention and free will into alignment with Divine intention 
and free will and with all things that you call into the circle so that they are one. 
Example: I set the condition that all that is done within this circle will be done in 
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alignment with Divine will, in accordance with Sacred Law, for the highest and 
greatest good.  
 
Receptivity—Become a clear channel for energy to move through. This asks the 
ceremonialist to get out of the way and to set issues of ego and personal power 
aside.  Native American Medicine Shaman Fools Crow calls this "becoming the 
hollow bone."  
 
Creativity—The ceremonialist must ensure the proper relationship of the 
elements of the ceremony so that the alignment with sacred purpose can occur. 
This means selecting the physical elements of the ceremony with creativity, 
awareness, and intention and creating a process for the ceremony that serves its 
purpose clearly, efficiently, and directly. Imagination, intuition, art, music, drama, 
myth, play, and movement are all important elements of an effective ceremonial 
space.        
 
Choreography—Know that you are the co-creative choreographer of everything 
that occurs in your circle.  You are the co-creative source of the directing energy 
and you have called into that circle everything that is needed by aligning with 
them and asking them to be present.  Know that you are always at the center of 
the ceremony and at co-creative cause for the flow of the energies. 
 
Responsibility—As ceremonialist you must accept complete responsibility for 
the impeccability of the space because you are the co-creative source of the 
directing energy and the co-creative choreographer of the ceremony. 
 
Trust—Trust in the perfection of that which comes forward and release 
attachment to the outcome.  If you are impeccably responsible for the energetic 
design and implementation of the ceremony then you have fulfilled your role.  
The outcome rests in the hands of the Divine and in the work of the souls who 
stepped into the ceremony.    
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PRAYER FOR  
CREATING SACRED SPACE   

  
To the winds of the South  

Great serpent, wrap your coils of light around us,   
Teach us to shed the past the way you shed your skin,  
To walk softly on the Earth. Teach us the Beauty Way.   

  
To the winds of the West  

Mother jaguar, protect our medicine space.   
Teach us the way of peace, to live impeccably.  

Show us the way beyond death.   
  

To the winds of the North.   
Hummingbird, Grandmothers and Grandfathers, Ancient Ones  

Come and warm your hands by our fires  
Whisper to us in the wind.  

We honor you who have come before us,   
And you who will come after us, our children’s children.   

  
To the winds of the East.   

Great eagle, condor  
Come to us from the place of the rising Sun.  

Keep us under your wing.  
Show us the mountains we only dare to dream of.   
Teach us to fly wing to wing with the Great Spirit.   

  
Mother Earth.   

We’ve gathered for the healing of all your children.   
The Stone People, the Plant People.  

The four–legged, the two–legged, the creepy crawlers.   
The finned, the furred, and the winged ones.   

All our relations.   
  

Father Sun, Grandmother Moon, to the Star nations.  
Great Spirit, you who are known by a thousand names  

And you who are the unnamable One.   
Thank you for bringing us together. 
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THE THREE TASKS OF A 
CEREMONIALIST 

 
In order to become an effective and powerful ceremonialist you must be able to 
successfully accomplish all three of the following tasks:   
 
1. Align your purpose and intent with Sacred Law and Divine Will 

A ceremonialist must have clarity and focus in establishing his/her intent for 
the ceremony.  Intent is not the same as a specific outcome.  One can intend 
to create a space for healing but not limit the form in which that healing might 
manifest.  This recognizes that none of us are capable of understanding the 
full purpose of another soul's journey.  By aligning with Divine Will and 
Sacred Law and setting the condition that it will be for the highest and 
greatest good, the ceremonialist is relieved of the responsibility for having 
to know everything.  In this way, he or she can trust what is happening in 
the space that has been created even if it is not anything that would have 
initially been envisioned or anticipated.  
By allowing for the "unknowable" and aligning our intent with sacred 
purpose, we create the space for the soul and Creator to act in concert 
without undue interference from a third party.  In the Christian Lord's Prayer 
it is the acceptance of  "Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven".   

 
2. Observe and know the flow of universal energy—mana, chi, huna, prana, 
etc.—as it manifests within the ceremonial container  

At its core, ceremony is about the flow of energy. The ceremonialist is like 
a sailor negotiating a river of energy. In this analogy, the boat is the 
ceremony itself.  Before the sailor can hope to use the force of the river to 
sail effectively, he or she must understand the currents, winds, and natural 
movements of the water.   

 
3. Utilize your own energy to merge with the flow of Divine energy and 
participate in or affect the direction of that flow—shifting a pattern  

Once understood, the sailor is capable of using the river's energy to 
negotiate a safe and efficient course.  Rather than being swept along, a 
good sailor steers a course avoiding and removing obstacles and 
impediments to forward motion.  
While it can be attempted, trying to steer against the natural flow of the 
river is inefficient and exhausting.  A good ceremonialist constructs an 
energetic field that is compatible and in partnership with the universal flow.  
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This co-creative impulse merges with the flow of that Divine energy and 
allows the ceremonialist to impact the direction of any energetic patterns 
that are not in alignment with the divine flow. Thus, an effective 
ceremonialist understands the energetics s/he is creating and how s/he, 
as an energetic force, impacts the shape and influence of the pattern.   
 
There is an indigenous spiritual concept called ache (pronounced ah-
chay). Ache means power—not power to dominate anyone, but the power 
to direct your own body/mind/spirit; the power to think, to create, and just 
to be.  Ritual and ceremony are performed for the personal purpose of 
drawing ache from the universe or from deep within ourselves, having the 
knowledge/guidance on how to use ache, and then returning ache back to 
the universe or releasing our focus from that aspect of our being.   
 
As in all exercises of power, when you undertake the design and 
implementation of a ceremony you undertake certain responsibilities. 
Knowing what those responsibilities are and adhering to them is very 
important.  If you are unsure of something, then let spirit know and room 
will be provided for your learning.  Those with more experience and 
teaching know that they are held to a higher standard of performance so 
that they do not abuse or squander the power that is made available to 
them through the ceremony.  
 
Now that we have reviewed general principles, let’s look at a specific 
application, in what some consider the most basic and fundamental form: 
the circle. We’ll look at setting a circle, and an ancient circle ritual. 

 
 

SETTING A CIRCLE TO CREATE 
SACRED SPACE 

 
Calling In  
One of the most powerful ways to create sacred space is to set a circle and call 
into that circle the energies and powers of the Four Directions, the So Below, the 
As Above and the Creator. Many spiritual paths and religions have some form of 
Setting a circle to create sacred space. 
 
A sacred space can be permanently set, such as a church, temple, or medicine 
wheel, or it can be created for a specific purpose and then disassembled 
energetically when the ceremony is completed.  
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The circle that you set is really a sphere of energy.  The four directions anchor 
the equator of the sphere.  The energies of the So Below anchor the southern 
pole and the energies of the As Above the northern. In the center of the sphere is 
Creator and Self, in co-partnership and alignment.    
 
Evocation 
Evocation is the process of bringing into the circle those things that we have 
access to in the dimensions that we touch here on this planet and in this plane.  
These are called the tonal world and include the spirits of the four cardinal 
directions—South, West, North, and East—and Mother Earth and Father Sky. In 
more complex evocations the non-cardinal directions can also be used. The tonal 
world encompasses the So Below energies and may include the elements, the 
plant, mineral, animal, and human worlds and any archetypal representatives of 
those worlds. The archetypes are more than symbols; they are primordial 
energies or spirits, having qualities and powers of their own accumulated through 
time and the impact of mythic storytelling and the memory of our lineage. 
 
Invocation 
Invocation is the process of bringing into the circle all those things that come to 
us from other dimensional realities and states. This is the nagual, spirit world or 
the As Above energies.  This can include archetypal gods and goddesses, 
ancestor lineage, spirit guides, karma masters, dream bringers, angels, avatars 
and teachers, astral guides, and any other spiritual forces that operate in light 
and love.  In indigenous traditions the ancestors and the grandfathers and 
grandmothers are powerful sources of spiritual energy and guidance.  
 
Creator 
The final energy to be called in is always the Creator, Source, God, Goddess, 
Allah, Yahweh, Great Spirit, the one all-encompassing aspect of the Divine and 
sacred that holds the circle together and empowers existence of all things. This 
aspect contains the resolution of all duality into oneness. It is the center of the 
circle and the work that is being manifest through the ceremony.  
 
Clearing Negative Energy In some cases, there are energies that are not in 
alignment with the Divine and do not support the purpose or intent of the 
ceremony.  In those instances, the ceremonialist can specifically send away 
those energies that do not support the purpose or intent by clearing the unwanted 
energies from the sacred space.  
 
Example: I clear this circle of all energies, vibrations, entities, spirits who are not 
in harmony with sacred law and are not dancing in the light.  Be gone from this 
space. I command it to be so. It is so. It will continue to be so. 
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Closing the Circle 
Once the calling in is completed, the ceremonialist declares the circle closed and 
completes the energetic boundary so that no other energies or elements can be 
introduced into the ceremony. The circle remains closed until the ceremony is 
complete and the ceremonialist opens the space, thanking and releasing the 
powers and energies.  
 
 

ELEMENTS OF AN ANCIENT 
CIRCLE RITUAL 

 
The following is an outline of elements of an ancient ritual to create sacred 
space.  Some of the elements can be incorporated into any form of ritual and 
may be used in different order as appropriate.  Because all modern cultures 
arose from indigenous ones, elements of ancient ritual can be noticed in many 
places.6  As you read, think about the elements of this ritual that may be found in 
the spiritual or religious ceremonies of your childhood. 
 
Self-Purification 

• Ritual cleansing and/or grounding yourself 
Meditation, chanting, visualization, incense/smudge, etc. 

 
 
Drawing the Circle/Creating Sacred Space  

• Mark the space - use words, ritual tools, stones or walking around the area 
to define the boundaries of the ceremonial space that will exist between 
the worlds, beyond time and space as a protected, numinous bridge 
connecting substance and spirit 

• Cleanse and prepare the space through the purification elements of water 
and earth 

• Charge and empower the space through the energizing elements of air 
and fire 

• Evocation of the power of the four quarters using elemental symbolism of 
the four directions (air, fire, water, earth / east, south, west, north7) 

• Evocation of the So Below, tonal energies 
• Invocation of the As Above, nagual energies 
• Acknowledging and anchoring the power of the Center by invoking the 

Goddess/God/Divine energy; immanence; expressing Divinity from within 
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Ceremony 
The purpose of this ceremony is to unite energies into One power 

• Entering the circle (call to worship) 
• Affirmation of intent (perfect love/trust, in accordance with Divine Will) 
• Welcome (to the presence of God/Goddess/Divine power) 
• Raising energy: 

o The Divine bargain—prayer 
o The cone of power—pyramids, crystals, focus, song and chant 

• Action of ceremony:  
o Releasing/unblocking or 
o Energy transfer or 
o Healing - self, others, the Earth  

• Grounding - sending left-over energy into the Earth (energy into the bank) 
 
Feasting, the Sacred Meal 

• Consecrating food and drink  
• Offering a blessing for the gift of the bounty and deep appreciation 
• Offering to the Divine  
• Sharing sacred food and drink: May you never hunger and may you never 

thirst 
• Celebration 

 
Dismissing and Thanking the Powers 

• Acknowledge formal ending of rite  
• Releasing all that has been called into the circle (often in reverse order of 

invocation) 
 
Opening the Circle (return to the mundane) 
 
Celebration 
Song, dance, drumming, reading, story-telling, sharing experiences, showing arts 
or crafts, feasting with potluck or picnic 
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EXERCISE: 21 DAY RITUALS  
 
21 days is a cycle of time often used to track change in the body in healing, and 
change in the “space” around rituals. Here are two activities you might like to try 
(optional):  
 

a. Create a ritual for self-healing.  Perform this ritual for 21 days.  Make notes 
in a daily journal.   

 
b. Create a ritual for cleansing and blessing a new home.  Use it to cleanse 

and bless your current home.  Note your results over 21 days. 
 
Share your insights and experiences with a spiritual friend. 

 
SMUDGING CEREMONY 

 
In every place, incense shall be offered. —Malachi 1:11, King James Bible 
  
Another word for "censing" commonly used is "smudging".  To smudge is to 
purify with smoke from certain sacred herbs. The herbs used in smudge may also 
be enjoyed as a natural sachet or room deodorizer without burning them. 
             
The sacred ritual of purifying with smoke comes from native peoples in both 
North and South America.  Native American peoples observe the precept of 
smudging, perhaps more than any other peoples on Earth.  They use it in sweat 
lodges, ceremonies and sacred dances. They smudge themselves, their children, 
their houses, their food, every object given to them, and everything they give 
away. 
             
In North America, the smoke is created by burning sacred herbs, such as sage, 
cedar, sweet grass, and juniper.  In Mexico and Central America, the ingredient 
considered most sacred for producing the smoke is copal.  Copal is a resin 
derived from the Copal tree and its use as incense dates back to pre-Columbian 
times.  The Mayan name for copal is pom. 
             
Smudge sticks or a shredded or ground combination of chosen sacred herbs can 
be used to cleanse crystals, stones, and altar artifacts; to purify offices and 
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rooms between healing or therapy sessions; to purify the physical body, home, 
sick room, children, gifts given and/or received; etc. 
             
Smudging Ceremony 
Place the desired combination of sacred herbs in an abalone shell or fireproof 
container.  Light the smudge and when it has ignited, gently extinguish any flame, 
leaving just a smoldering ash, which produces smoke. 
             
Begin by purifying yourself with the smoke.  Scoop up the smoke with your hands 
and take it over your head. Scoop again and carry the smudge to your heart.  
Then move the smudge container around the perimeter of your body, paying 
particular attention to any area of your body which is not in balance, or which is 
manifesting any sign of ill health or pain.   
 
Then offer the smoke to the seven directions beginning up and forward to the 
Creator, straight up to Grandfather Sun and then down to the Earth Mother. Then 
moving the shell in a clockwise motion, begin in the East and continue to the 
South, West, and North. 
 

• To the Creator. 
• To Grandfather Sun. 
• To Mother Earth. 
• To the East where the Sun rises. 
• To the South where the light comes from. 
• To the West where the Sun sets. 
• To the North where the cold comes from. 

 
 You may then smudge your object(s), room or another person.  If you are 
smudging another person(s), allow or ask the person to scoop up the smoke to 
take it over the head, and another scoop to the heart, then slowly move the 
smudge around the perimeter of each person's physical body, beginning at the 
front and ending at the front. 
 
As you participate in this ritual, allow yourself to experience the cleansing, 
purifying, and healing power of the smoke.  Become aware of that Higher Power 
in the Universe called by many names:  Great Spirit, Heavenly Father, God, or 
Wakan-Tanka among them.  Allow yourself to feel the presence of that Power 
within you. 
             
Place the shell with any remaining smudge on a heatproof service to allow the 
remaining smudge to smolder and continue a cleansing of the area or sprinkle 
water over the remaining smudge.  Allow smudge to drain and dry for future use. 
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WHAT ENDURES 
 
This is what endures: a heartbeat. 
This is what endures: a place, a circle, 
a gathering to which I belong, 
which would not be this gathering without me, 
without each of us, 
without all the infinite, 
minute causes that come to body here. 
There is always reason enough, 
This is what endures. 
 
This is what endures 
even though I neglect it, 
devalue it, 
dismiss it,  
fear it, 
what I steel/harden/shell myself against 
to prove I can live without. 
 
This is what endures - 
joy and ecstasy 
and daring to drink it in. 
This is not to be resisted. 
This is what endures - 
to be found. 
And if it's out there 
I can bring it in, 
and if it's inside 
I can damn well let it out. 
This is what endures 
and will endure. 
 
—Helen Douglas, unpublished poem 
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NOTES 
 
 

 
                                            
1 Lesley Brown, ed., The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary Volume 1 (New York, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1973), p. 364. 
 
2 Lesley Brown, ed., The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary Volume 2 (New York, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1973), p. 2609. 
 
3  See for example  http://www.dyingconsciously.org/ceremony_and_ritual.htm. The Institute for 
Energy Medicine is a 501(c) 3 non-profit organization whose purpose is to research, document, 
and disseminate non-conventional healing practices in order to provide alternatives for individuals 
seeking additional options for optimal health and well-being. The Institute is currently funded by 
The Four Winds Society and a community of donors.  
 
4 Note the difference between feeling energetically protected and safe and the more common 
concept of feeling emotionally, intellectually, or physically protected and safe. 
 
5 This list is adapted from the teachings of Harley Swift Deer Thunder Strikes of the Deer Tribe 
Métis Medicine Society and his teaching on Basic Alchemical Ritual.   
 
6 “Our only measure of truth is . . . our perception of truth.  The undeniable tradition of 
metamorphosis teaches us that things do not remain always the same.  They become other 
things by swift and unanalyzable process . . .”  Ezra Pound, quoted in Howard A. Norman, trans., 
The Wishing Bone Cycle: Narrative Poems From the Swampy Cree Indians (Santa Barbara, 
California: Ross-Erikson Publishing, 1982), p.ix. 
 
7 Different indigenous people use different element/direction associations; if this correlation is not 
one you usually use, feel free to use the one you were taught instead. 
 


