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Research into Personal and Collective Cosmologies
Word Count: 5248

Introduction 
To engage in decolonizing research practices for the purpose of exploring individual cosmologies is an opportunity to practice scholarship rooted in respect, responsibility, reverence, and reciprocity.[footnoteRef:11766] It is also an opportunity for healing using ancient practices as legitimate tools for modern qualitative research. The aim of this project was to explore how a multi-national group of people in southern Portugal perceive and experience the intersections of sexuality, spirituality, and ecology. Despite increased scholarship which has explored some of these intersections within western frameworks, scholars of indigeneity like Joanne Barker feel that this 'obvious and fertile overlap' has not yet been sufficiently and holistically considered.[footnoteRef:22349]  [11766:  Jo-ann Archibald, Q'um Q'um Xiiem, Jenny Bol Jun Lee-Morgan and Jason De Santolo (eds.) Decolonizing Research: Indigenous Storywork as Methodology (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), [hereafter Archibald, Decolonizing Research] p. 1]  [22349:  Joanne Barker (ed.), Critically Sovereign: Indigenous Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies (London: Duke University Press, 2017), [hereafter Barker, Critically Sovereign] p. 233] 

To investigate the degrees to which personal integration exists, participants were invited to offer beliefs and experiences about the confluence of these three areas. Two decolonizing methodologies were used: the sharing circle and storytelling. Indigenous paradigms are based in cyclical wisdoms of unity, which understand the intimate inseparability of all embodied life, land and cosmos. Therefore, to explore and access a concept that is most completely understood through indigenous frameworks, indigenous processes were employed. These processes are holistic, experiential and somehow, 'something more'.[footnoteRef:27592] Experiencing this 'something more', and further understanding the wider potential for use of decolonizing methodologies within mainstream qualitative research, were among the findings of this project. [27592:  Margaret Kovach, Jeannine Carriere, M.J. Barrett, Harpell Montgomery and Carment Gillies, 'Stories of Diverse Identity Locations in Indigenous Research', International Review of Qualitative Research, 6 (2013), [hereafter Kovach, Stories of Diverse Identity] p. 487] 


Reflexivity 
My name is Lorie Solis. I am Afro-Caribbean-Apache-Mestiza. By aligning myself in my indigeneity, I am claiming and committing to traditional paradigms that have been informed by ancestral, political and cultural experiences.[footnoteRef:3615]  [3615:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2012), [hereafter Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies], p. 12] 

Matrilineally, we are Boricua. Warm, turquoise seas and skies and rainforests that are lush and providing inform us. The island was home to the indigenous Taino, who were forced, coerced, or chose to mix and bear children with Spanish colonizers and the enslaved Africans who were brought to the island. We are the decedents of those children.  
Patrilineally, we are mestizos,[footnoteRef:16338] a blended band of Mexican-American-Natives. Through this lineage, I am an enrolled member of the Lipan Apache Tribe of Texas. The gulf coast, hill country rivers, mountains, and desert all inform us.[footnoteRef:24574] When the Spanish colonized the lands on either side of the Rio Bravo, native tribes were forced, coerced, or chose to mix and bear children with them. We are the decedents of those children.  [16338:  Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 2007), p. 23]  [24574:  Nancy McGown Minor, The Light Grey People: An Ethno-History of the Lipan Apaches of Texas and Northern Mexico, (Maryland: University Press of America, 2009), p. x] 

Today, I am informed by the mixed scrublands, pine and cork oak forests, woodland edges and wild western coastline of southern Portugal. I am a mother, wife, daughter, friend and future ancestor and here, amongst the community in which I live, is where I have conducted this research. I am a 'double insider' who has sought to use methodologies which respectfully reflect our ways of knowing while also conforming to and satisfying conventional and rigorous academic research standards.[footnoteRef:28834]  [28834:  Cindy Smithers Graeme, 'Indigenous Health Research and the Non-Indigenous Researcher: A Proposed Framework for the Autoethnographic Methodological Approach', Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous community Health, 11 (2013), p. 517] 

My professional practice integrates somatic trauma resolution, somatic sex education, sexological bodywork, herbal medicine and spiritual ecology with healing, ancestral practices from my mixed lineage. Mine is the blended, decolonizing work of 'Indigenous Espiritismo',[footnoteRef:30311]  which has traveled down my bloodlines and informed my motivations and approach to this research from start to finish.  [30311:  Mario A. Nunez Molina, 'Community Healing Among Puerto Ricans: Espiritismo as Therapy for the Soul', in Healing Cultures: Art and Religion as Curative Practices in the Caribbean and Its Diaspora, ed. By Margarite Fernandez Olmost and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert (eds.), (New York: PALGRAVE, 2001), pp. 115-129
] 


Literature Review
As academia has diversified, traditional wisdom and practices from all over the world are being studied beyond the confines of the primitive, esoteric, and mythological. Western fields like transpersonal ecopsychology and somatic psychology are all informed by empirical processes which have attempted to measure and define the phenomena of awe, transcendence, and sublime emotions for nature.[footnoteRef:1967] However, in their attempts to conceptualize ancient and experiential knowledge of oneness, segregation remains pervasive. Sacred or transcendent experiences which specifically arise from erotic encounters are often considered within their own niche, which require critical consideration of pathological perspectives and the complex and violent inheritance of colonized sexualities.[footnoteRef:24050] [1967:  Lisbeth C. Bethelmy and Jose A. Corraliza, 'Transcendence and Sublime Experience in Nature: Awe and Inspiring Energy', Frontiers in Psychology, 10:509 (2019) online https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00509/full]  [24050:  Jack Morin, The Erotic Mind: Unlocking the Inner Sources of Sexual Passion and Fulfilment (New York: Harper, 1995), [hereafter Morin, The Erotic Mind] pp. 4-7 and Barker, Critically Sovereign, pp. 233-236] 

Modern fields of western study are inevitably informed by Cartesian, intellectual boundary-making, and are seen as attempting to recover a level of integration that has remained unbroken through many indigenous lineages. Philosopher and biologist Andreas Weber wrote that experiencing the 'transformative force latent in all of reality...is more precise than the exhaustive analysis of an ostensibly objective science.'[footnoteRef:20835] Doctrines of reality are not found in specific disciplines or 'neutral analysis of the world, but rather in entering into relationship with it and allowing oneself to be transformed by this relationship'. [20835:  Andreas Weber, Matter & Desire: An Erotic Ecology (Vermont: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2017), [hereafter Weber, Matter & Desire], p. 98] 

For many, transformation is the realm of healing. In Dr. Carolyn Egri's 'historical evolution of human-nature relationships', she rightly attributed many modern integrated disciplines to the enduring wisdom of indigenous peoples across the globe.[footnoteRef:19569] Still, and despite increasing acknowledgements like these, many native people experience grief, anger and trauma at the living memories of genocide and ecocide.[footnoteRef:28028] Indigenous practices or theoretical frameworks did not arise from an eventual returning to and painful acceptance of the necessity for earth-based wellness as did the fields of transpersonal and ecopsychology; they came long before.[footnoteRef:2972] It is the common knowledge of indigenous peoples from Turtle Island that we have already survived an apocalypse as experienced not only in the mass genocide of native bodies, but also the decimation of native habitats, non-human kin, land-based practices and language-based wisdoms. This apocalypse was foretold in the story of the Seventh Fire Prophecy, and it informs us of why indigenous knowledge is critical for healing.[footnoteRef:14226]  [19569:  Carolyn P. Egri, 'Spiritual Connections with the Natural Environment: Pathways for Global Change', Organization and Environment, 10 (1997), pp. 407-431]  [28028:  Tanya Talaga, All Our Relations: Indigenous trauma in the shadow of colonialism (London: Scribe Publications, 2020), [hereafter Talaga, All Our Relations], p. 15]  [2972:  Mark Schroll and Heather Walker, Ecology, Cosmos and Consciousness: Myths, Comicbook Lore, Dreams and inquiries into Various Other Radical Transpersonal Ecological States, (UK: Psychoid Books, 2018), pp. 38-60]  [14226:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigeous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2013), [hereafter Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass], pp. 360-373] 

In this story, it is the sacred role of the people of the Seventh Fire to make a choice 'in our paths to the future'. The people of the Seventh Fire are not immediately tasked with progress, as typically prioritized in western societies. The people are told to circle back, retrace the steps of the ancestors, and gather the fragmented wisdoms of land, songs, circles, and stories to bring reconciliation and healing to all lives and relationships. Native elders say that this is the time of the Seventh Fire and that 'we are the ones the ancestors spoke of'. 
As guidance for collectively fulfilling this fate, native scholars have called for the re-indigenization of all people 'to our common home, Mother Earth'.[footnoteRef:18587] This call for unity acknowledges that the grief, anger, and harm caused by colonialist paradigms and methodologies does not belong solely to indigenous people. Traditional paradigms are based in ethical relationships for the unified kinship of all beings. Grief, anger, and frustration belong then, as well, to those who do not claim indigeneity, but whose blood is indigenous to this planet, and who have not been shown and given other tools with which express and honor their own humanity.[footnoteRef:31340]  [18587:  Greg Cajete, John Mohawk, and Julio Valladolid Rivera, 'Re-Indigenization Defined' in Nelson, Melissa K. (ed.) Original Instructions: Indigenous Teachings for a Sustainable Future (Rochester: Bear & Company, 2008), p. 259
]  [31340:  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, p. 211] 

A collective trend towards re-indigenization can be seen in the west not only in the uplifting of Native American traditions, but in the increased demand for and adherence to Taoist, Tantric and Buddhist integrative practices, which emphasize the 'natural interrelationship of microcosm and macrocosm.'[footnoteRef:32503] Within this knowledge, a healthy sexuality is not only a way to connect to the divine, but also considered a vital source of energy and of great importance to overall physical, mental and spiritual health.[footnoteRef:8765] The holistic inclusion of sexuality represents the personal, internal microcosm of an external earth and cosmos which 'are constantly in sexual union, balancing and harmonizing one another.'[footnoteRef:28777]  [32503:  Nik Douglas and Penny Slinger, Sexual Secrets: The Alchemy of Ecstasy (Rochester: Destiny Books, 2000), [hereafter Douglas, Sexual Secrets] p. xiii]  [8765:  Mantak Chia and Douglas Abrams, The Multi-Orgasmic Man (New York, HarperCollins Publishers, 1996), p. 5]  [28777:  Mantak Chia and Douglas Abrams, The Multi-Orgasmic Man (New York, HarperCollins Publishers, 1996), p. 121] 

This wisdom, with the support of practices to facilitate greater self-awareness and adaptive co-regulation for health and healing, foundationally informs the modern field of Somatic Sexology. Here, the extensively studied practice of mindfulness is applied to the often-avoided edges of western therapeutic approaches towards sexuality. Marie I. Thouin-Savard wrote that erotic mindfulness, which is 'the embodied state when focused on one's eroticism and sexuality', brings 'the ability to experience presence, non-judgmental awareness, empathetic resonance and attunement'.[footnoteRef:23168]  [23168:  Marie I. Thouin-Savard, 'Erotic Mindfulness: A Core Educational and Therapeutic Strategy in Somatic Sexology Practices', International Journey of Transpersonal Studies, 38 (2019), p. 208] 

Erotic mindfulness can be therapeutically employed to decolonize western sexualities which have suffered the imposition of narrowly defined categories and has left many with stories of shame, guilt and confusion. Judeo-Christian ideals have heavily influenced clinical and personal perspectives that sexuality is confined to genital based, heteronormative, single-spices practices and morally restricted to monogamous relationships for the sole purpose of reproduction. However, for thousands of years, traditional stories have informed of a human sexuality that is innately pansexual, transcendent and capable of great intimacy, depth and pleasure with all beings living and inanimate who share space in the cosmos.[footnoteRef:552] [552:  Barker, Critically Sovereign, p. 235] 

The efficacy of somatic erotic mindfulness is understood through the facilitation of non-judgmental witnessing, the validation of unscripted expression and the ability to share deep truths in a safe and ethical way.[footnoteRef:30732] These qualities, and more, are also shared by the circle which is a methodology that is indigenous to people across the globe. This ethical practice honors every individual as a spiritual being with innate wisdom and facilitates the creation of a safe space for the sharing of deep and subconscious truths. Therefore, the circle holds much exciting potential for more expansive and inclusive qualitative research practices which more fully integrate the interrelated facets of humanness.[footnoteRef:9240] [30732:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 36]  [9240:  Lynn F. Lavallee, ‘Practical Application of an Indigenous Research Framework and Two Qualitative Indigenous Research Methods: Sharing Circles and Anishnaabe Symbol-Based Reflection’, International Journey of Qualitative Methods, 8 (2009), pp. 22-35
] 


Methodologies
On a grassy space overlooking the hills of the forest, a circle was made of mats and pillows. In the middle was a rug set with a large circle of books and an inner circle with offerings for the four corners. In the center was my phone for recording and the talking stick. In the circle, only one person speaks at a time, and that person holds the talking stick. I cleaned the space with smoke, spoke and blessed our intentions and acknowledged the presence of all ancestors who wished us well in our lifework. As the circle began to be filled with the warm, smiling beings who greeted me and each other, I felt the humble, dubious privilege of the double insider. 
After introducing myself, my lineage and my work, I opened the circle for sharing wisdom related to two questions:
"How do you perceive and experience the intersection of ecology, sexuality and spirituality? And, what does it mean for you to come and be in this circle today?"

Indigenous methodologies are qualitative methods that can be understood as 'embodied ritual work', as described by Dr. Patricia 'Iolana.[footnoteRef:11243] Embodied rituals like drumming, dance, and meditation can be used to access higher states of consciousness by the attunement of individuals and groups to the spirit world. This attunement created in circle and storytelling can provide access to unique levels of safety, trust, and depth. According to Drs. Daniel Seigel and Bessel Van der Kolk, not only do 'well-being and true happiness come from defining ourselves as part of an interconnected whole', but healing happens 'in the context of relationships'.[footnoteRef:21713] Thus, the intentional act of attuning with a group by breath, sound, facial expression, and compassionate communication allows people to literally feel one another through activation of the internal mirror neuron system, which 'has been identified in humans as the root of empathy'.[footnoteRef:28354]  [11243:  Patricia 'Iolana, 'In Search of Goddess Consciousness: Archetypal and Embodied Paths to Interconnectivity' in Psychedelic Mysteries of the Feminine, edited by Maria Papaspyrou, Chiara Baldini and David Luke (Rochester, Park Street Press, 2019), pp. 33-38]  [21713:  Daniel Siegel, Mindsight: Transform Your Brain with the New Science of Kindness (London: OneWorld Publications, 2010), [hereafter Siegel, Mindsight], p. 259 and Bessel Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain and Body in the Transformation of Trauma (London: Penguin Random House UK, 2014), [hereafter Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score], p. 229]  [28354:  Siegel, Mindsight, p. 59] 

From this space of embodied safety and trust, participants are better resourced to tell their story. This knowledge of what indigenous circle and storytelling can provide make them highly appropriate, ethical, and potentially unmatched methodologies for exploring the sensitive and complex issues that mainstream qualitative methods seek to understand, like those explored in this work.[footnoteRef:20532] It also provides an opportunity for a more truly integrated approach to research which honors and employs wisdom from both indigenous and modern western paradigms. [20532:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edition (Los Angeles; London, SAGE 2020), p. 11] 

Most of the ten people present for the circle had participated in a one-day storytelling workshop the week prior. It was a mixed gender, multi-national group between the ages of 25-45 who had answered a personal invitation by the host to participate. Half of the group I knew to varying degrees socially and the others I had not met before. The workshop facilitator was a friend and colleague of the host and had learned the craft of storytelling in their travels around the world. They had attended a storytelling school along the way, but as a caveat, artfully shared a story in which a wise person from their past had taken their hand, looked deeply into their eyes, and informed them that, 'Storytelling is an old profession... and you don’t learn it... in no school.' 
The group had gathered for the workshop on the same hillside in the forest where the circle would take place. The day was filled with practices of 'speaking from the heart' and gently investigating the story within 'that wants to be told'. The intersection of sexuality, spirituality and ecology was held as the theme for exploration, but confines were not put on the participants by exactly defining those terms. Through meditations, sensory explorations, active listening, memory, and mirroring practice, the group spent the day exploring the place where the boundary between 'storyteller and story receiver disappears when the story is properly told'. 
A week later, we were back in the forest for the storytelling evening. It was held in a small, one-room schoolhouse which was made beautiful with candles around the space and pillows and stools for seating. A special cushion was placed at the front for the storyteller which was adorned in front with an altar of stones, feathers, herbs, and candles. Two musicians had been invited to play between each story. One played the harp and the other chanted and played didgeridoo. The intention of the evening, to share 'stories as medicine', was reflected in the warmth of the group, the attention put into the space and the feeling of reverence the space and music inspired. 
One at a time, the storytellers who had participated in the workshop went to sit at the front to face the small audience. All was quiet as each storyteller began by lighting a small candle for themselves and taking several deep breaths. 
Several hours later, when all the stories had been told, there was a deep sense of satisfaction within myself that seemed to be reflected in the faces of the people around me. There was also a hint of dread at the task ahead: to describe, conceptualize and defend in academic terms, that which can only be truly known in presence. Herein lies the limitations of decolonizing methodologies and the plight of the double insider. There is no longer the objective façade of western research.[footnoteRef:27087] There is only 'objectively presenting subjective reactions' of the indigenous researcher, which itself decolonizes Western sciences.[footnoteRef:19423]  [27087:  Archibald, Decolonizing Research, p. 5]  [19423:  Carrie LaVallie and JoLee Sasakamoose, 'Reflexive Reflection Co-created with Kehte-ayak (Old Ones) as an Indigenous Qualitative Methodological Data Contemplation Tool', International Journal of Indigenous Health, 16, (2021), p. 215] 


Findings and Discussion 
This section contains direct quotes within three subsections from participants which have been edited grammatically and for length. However, 'indigenous approaches... interpret the dissection of stories as insensitive, as the effect of a story depends on the storyteller's interactions and relationship with those receiving the story'.[footnoteRef:31367] Ambiguity around how to respectfully reconcile indigenous and western academic expectations speaks to 'the lack of personal access to indigenous scholars and elders willing (and able) to mentor the next generation of indigenous researchers' and the 'need for particular attention and support' for students wishing and attempting to use indigenous methodologies within mainstream academic institutions.[footnoteRef:14110]   [31367:  Carrie LaVallie and JoLee Sasakamoose, 'Reflexive Reflection Co-created with Kehte-ayak (Old Ones) as an Indigenous Qualitative Methodological Data Contemplation Tool', International Journal of Indigenous Health, 16, (2021), p. 211]  [14110:  Jessica Venable, Brandy Ann Sato, Jimi Del Duca and Franklin Sage, 'Decolonizing Our Own Stories', International Review of Qualitative Research, 9 (2016), [hereafter Venable, Decolonizing Our Own Stories], p. 354, p. 341] 

Initial findings confirm the most profound 'effect of a story' happens at the time and place of telling. Therefore, the choice to edit is not presumed to represent the wisdom of the participants or group in full. Presented here is a personal attempt at a 'mindful balance'[footnoteRef:31416] between allowing the stories to speak for themselves and satisfying institutional requirements that go beyond description.[footnoteRef:24837] Full, unedited transcriptions of each share from both gatherings are available in the appendix with gratitude for those involved.  [31416:  Venable, Decolonizing Our Own Stories, p. 353]  [24837:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edition (Los Angeles; London, SAGE 2020), p. 236] 


Embodying the Trickster Consciousness
The Trickster is the hero of indigenous story, 'is a healer in a fragmented world' and 'forces us to retain an understanding of all sides of a story by revealing them to be coexisting parts of one greater whole'.[footnoteRef:7144] The trickster, in initial efforts to conform, falls for their own and societies tricks and lies. But eventually, they must always learn their lesson, and return to their true essence of self as one with the whole. The following stories illustrated deep, personal beliefs of self and society which lie vastly beyond the confines of the Eurocentric frameworks in which participants were enculturated and for time, attempted to conform to. [7144:  Melissa K. Nelson (ed.) Original Instructions: Indigenous Teachings for a Sustainable Future (Rochester: Bear & Company, 2008), p. 291-292] 

AL:
"For me, teenage times were challenging. I always liked colors and dressed myself with multiple colors and I would hear, 'That doesn't match with that!' Or 'You cannot wear red because only night ladies wear red!' 
I thought, ‘Can I have my socks colorful?’ It goes inside the jeans and inside the shoes so ok, that's how I'm gonna do it! Socks and intimate clothes and I will have colors everywhere. So that is how I did it and it worked just fine for a while.
When I was 21, life threw me to Sao Tome and Principe. And as soon as soon as the plane landed, and the door opened I looked outside and there were colors everywhere! People would have colors all over their body! 
And from one day to another I was able to wear all the colors I wanted! And the colors came with rhythm. And I could hear for the first time genuine African rhythms and dance without feeling like I'm being sexual but being connected in a much closer space than ever before and I loved to feel it. And for the first time I felt my body free and respected with music, colors, and joy. It was amazing."
In the circle, another person offered trickster wisdom through the spontaneous integration of fragmented lifeways, illustrating the belief in unity through experience, contrary to previous ways of knowing.
NS:
"Last year was really the first time I started to think about the themes of sexuality, spirituality and ecology, but very much separated. It became very much like my original way of looking at things and researching things.
I sometimes have problems with these topics being too personal. But yesterday I had a moment where I really felt like it first needs to resonate inside of yourself and connect before you can even do something for the rest of the world. I decided to spend the day alone. I took a coastal walk to get out of my head. I arrived at the beach, and it was empty. I decided, ‘I'm just going to get completely naked and enjoy this moment by myself.’ 
I felt connected to the ground because I was completely naked, and just feeling the ground.. I was feeling super sexual...And also completely not in my head! It was the most meditative experience where these three terms were coming together and raising such an energy. Even today I feel it! 
It made sense. I need to feel it. We need to make this connection between worlds."
Both stories expressed the belief that disconnected parts of the self, those which previously felt irreconciled or irreconcilable, can be re-unified by embodied connections to the sensuous, elemental forces of the external world. It is the internal microcosm, as understood in Taoist cosmology, recognizing itself in the pure macrocosm, which is free from norms and beliefs imposed by specific cultural upbringings.[footnoteRef:30996] These shared experiences reflected a common thread amongst the group that somehow seemed to exist beyond the scope of extraordinary experiences, as are typically the focus of fields like transpersonal ecopsychology. The most profound experiences were not so rare by situational requirements. They appeared to be found in allowing for pleasurable, mundane collections to texture, color, scent, sounds and sights.[footnoteRef:16069] [30996:  Douglas, Sexual Secrets, p. xiii and Staci K. Haines, The Politics of Trauma: Somatics, Healing and Social Justice (Berkley: North Atlantic Books, 2019), p. x]  [16069:  Barker, Critically Sovereign, p. 235] 

LS:
"Traditions are held over to the next generation without the knowledge that came before, so it becomes a meaningless thing. I find it interesting to find the meaning within. I felt this very strongly in my family, in the women that were not allowed to transmit openly about their sexuality. We are supposed to be monogamous. Even if we are miserable, we are supposed to endure. That is how it is supposed to be. And I refuse to do it. In my essential being it is not the truth. The truth is a lot of colors and smells and tastes. So, I'm coming back to myself."

Healing: Circles Within Circles and Stories Within Stories
PR:
"The circle is a place where I feel the safety which I lost in lots of ways. But in the circle, I feel protected... in a very ancient way of protecting something. Not too much space but enough space for everyone. So, the circle is the center of sexuality, spirituality, and ecology, because it is the nature of people's structures... especially the life energy we feel that brings people together. I call it, 'follow my heart'. It's just energies that can come from me, from nature or other people. When I started to follow that I had the experiences I needed to grow."
Like the storied Trickster, many of the participants shared beliefs stemming from the experience of being emotionally, physically, mentally, or spiritually disconnected from their distant ancestral origins.[footnoteRef:30971] Their stories reflected feelings of displacement in the modern world or in elements of their westernized upbringing and of intentional choices made to circle back and reconnect to more ancient wisdom in order to heal, share and move forward. The stories themselves were cyclical in nature, reflecting the eternal shape of indigenous thinking[footnoteRef:20790] and embodied the calling of the people of the Seventh Fire.[footnoteRef:13895] They reflected a belief that personal choice was ultimately best for themselves and for the whole, when made at last in alignment with a deeper knowledge of self. [30971:  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, p. 206]  [20790:  Talaga, All Our Relations, p. 25]  [13895:  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, pp. 360-373] 

LL:
"This is not how I grew up. I grew up with lots of superficial small talk and even today, when we get together with the family it's hard. I have to tell them, 'I love you, but I cannot do this'. I want to find a way of relating in a different way because I know it is possible. And they all really see the beauty of it and enjoy it. I just long for a different way of relating that is more coming from the heart and less from the idea of how we think we should be or what we think we should say. I'm just not interested in all these stories from the outside. And the more you experience how you can actually relate in a different way, the less you actually want to go back to the other ways you thought you had to work so hard for."
In storytelling, 'the story and the storyteller both serve to connect the past with the future, one generation with the other, the land with the people and the people with the story.'[footnoteRef:23738] Kinship relations that 'tell us who we are and where we come from' are found in circling back to stories of the profound connection to people, places, and things that 'give us a sense of dignity and belonging', even as the teller is still finding their way.[footnoteRef:28300]  [23738:  Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, p. 146]  [28300:  Talaga, All Our Relations, p. 92] 

Storytellers who gently unraveled painful memories embodied the healing potential for story by maintaining autonomy and sharing only what was ready to be shared in the presence of non-judgmental witnessing.[footnoteRef:10675] According to Dr. David Treleaven, 'mindfulness is a power... that involves maintaining a moment-by-moment awareness of our experience. It is a faculty that can help us be present with our inner world- even if what we find there is devastating'.[footnoteRef:21438] [10675:  Morin, The Erotic Mind, p. 36]  [21438:  David A. Treleaven, Trauma-Sensitive Mindfulness: Practices for Safe and Transformative Healing (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2018), p. 25] 

CB:
"This story today is for all the people who see travelling as a small escape to get away from problems, reality or just pressure from something else. We are talking about a boy who is 29 years old living in the south of France. His name is Joy, and he is going on a trip… 
First thing: passport. First things because he always forgets it. He grabs it from the cupboard, it's this red passport, and he grabs is and walks towards the table and at that moment a small piece of paper flies away from the passport 'shooo shooo shoo' on the ground. He gets it and looks at it and there on this paper was: Chateau de Versailles. He starts looking at it, turning it, sitting on the chair and a lot of emotions start to run through and memories come in. And this piece of paper brings him back to five years ago when he went to Paris to meet in these gardens of the Chateau de Versailles a girl….”
WS:
"The mother of my mother was my refuge, and just felt like being at home. I just wanted to be near her. I'm still sad I didn't spend more time with her talking about her experiences because she had a lot to tell. I was lucky to... [pause]... I didn't want to tell this but it's coming up now.... I was lucky to spend the last weeks with her as she was about to die, and I decided to come home. She was so happy to see me. When she was about to die, we called in the whole family, and we were all in the room sitting with her and it was pretty intense.  I'm very happy that my family arranged it like that. [pause] But I didn't want to tell you that! So... sexuality, spirituality, and ecology.... I don't know. I was going to tell you something about my connection to whales, but it went completely in another direction. [big laughter with the group] Next time."
The trust that was shown with deep, personal sharings indicated a belief in the power of the circle to hold their truths in confidence, compassion, and empathy. 

The Intersections of Sexuality, Spiritualty and Ecology
In most traditional stories across the globe, from Tantric tales of Vishnu and Lakshmi to indigenous tales from the Americas about women who marry and mate with sticks or stars, 'sex is not what these stories are all about'.[footnoteRef:5718] They represent the natural forces of gravity, harmony, magnetism and fluidity found throughout the cosmos as told by indigenous peoples who understood the deep interconnectedness of life long before western scientists and scholars had the tools and language to describe them.[footnoteRef:27198] Stories from participants demonstrated connection to this living traditional paradigm with naturally expansive notions of sexuality, spirituality and ecology despite the need to reconcile western constructs which sought to segregate, repress or erase deeper ways of knowing.  [5718:  Douglas, Sexual Secrets, pp. 126-131 and Barker, Critically Sovereign, pp. 248-249]  [27198:  Nicole Redvers, The Science of the Sacred: Bridging Global Indigenous Medicine Systems and Modern Scientific Principles (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2019), pp. 7-22] 

TP:
"Ecology, sexuality and spirituality are all for me are expressive forms of life energy. This is the answer that came very clearly to me. Yes, I plant a lot of trees and I feel very connected to the ecological part because I feel I can really contribute here. But what is the function of my being in the bigger whole? The other sides are equally important to have a holistic approach. Gatherings like this, they make this life energy... they try to grasp it and dive into the deeper meaning of what lies beneath everything you do.  I feel this oneness, connected with life energy. My mind can't grasp it. The only thing I can do is go there and try to connect to it and I think this is a way that I can connect to that. By expressing. I think its very, very important that this work is done, and that people get more aware also of the scientific bias. Theres so much bias in science and I felt really limited in my anthropological research. You get caged into this box, like this is your playing ground and if you don't fit into this box then you need to fuck off. So, I'm very honored to be a part of this."
YS:
"I've been running a retreat center for fifteen years. I spend a lot of time watching and bringing people together from various places and creating sacred space. I see a lot of people on a spiritual path with complete disconnection from their sexuality or with a lot of shame, guilt or a lot of secrets and lies. I've been doing women's circles for many years and doing work as a doula, and when women gather in circle, and in this threshold of birth and death you see a lot of 'catapulted into present moment'. There is sacred sexuality and there is no escape from this present moment right here right now. And that for me is the biggest spiritual teaching. There is a lot of work to be healed as a collective for the women who came before us and for the collective trauma that came before us which we carry in our body which is not just ours from this lifetime."
Stories and shares illustrated an enduring legacy of land-based wisdom and sexualities that were most well and whole when felt in connection to the more-than-human world. Places which inspired and offered connection were not necessarily the native homelands of the teller as is usually found from indigenous stories. Instead, participants seemed to experience the availability of the earth more holistically and beyond the borders of the bioregions from where their lineage took early root. 
SM:
"...It was on this land that was very druid, and I felt a deep connection to the earth but there was this missing element of sexuality which was almost denied. So, I left there in search of 'where is that connection within myself? I need to heal this.' I abused my sexuality. I really abused it in so many ways. I used it as a way to escape and then finding within Tantra and travelling and within different cultures, an understanding of my own sexuality within. Of how my sexuality comes from the earth, from nature, through my root and up into my body and this for me is the intersection of sexuality, spirituality, and ecology. It's in the microcosmos of my own inner ecology. I am part of nature, my spirit is not separated from nature, that my sexuality is the lifeforce energy that is nature. That was a massive revelation for me.'
Many stories created 'the poetic space' where 'contradictions are not resolved as they are in real-world occurrence... but are simultaneously present, as in the whole of reality before it has been delineated into individuals', in the words of Dr. Andreas Weber. They reflected an unbroken lineage of indigenous cosmologies that endure as more ancient and rooted than the immature frameworks of western modernity.

Conclusions 
The initial aim of this project was to explore how a multinational group of people in southern Portugal perceive and experience the intersections of sexuality, spirituality, and ecology. Using two indigenous and decolonizing methodologies, the sharing circle and storytelling, the group expressed beliefs which were deeply informed by experiences outside the sociological structures of their western upbringings which by nature seeks to standardize and decontextualize knowledge. Within these stories, the intersections of sexuality, spirituality, and ecology, as their own microcosms of discovery, were experienced as and known to be fluid, expansive, mundane and mysterious.
Based on this experience, it is my belief that indigenous cosmologies and epistemologies are not just confined within and reserved for those who claim and practice their indigeneity. Within the group, indigenous frameworks and ideals, which were previously thought to be long erased and replaced with those of modern ‘western’ lineages, are still deeply alive, influencing and unbroken. Study into how these mixed cosmologies inform individuals and societies could be more holistically advanced using mixed methodologies from within mixed paradigms, as compartmentalization, which inevitably occur in western frameworks did not seem to honor the values or experiences of the group. Thus, indigenous and decolonizing methodologies deserve and demand more attention, praise, scholarship and support for use within the academy.[footnoteRef:23231]   [23231:  Venable, Decolonizing Our Own Stories, p. 347] 

The second aim of this project was to personally experience the 'something more' of decolonizing methodologies.[footnoteRef:8939] Through this process, I have more deeply understood that these methods are not just pedagogy; they are elegant and intelligent practices which help us understand what it means to be human beings by teaching us how to act more fully in our humanity.[footnoteRef:9944]  [8939:  Kovach, Stories of Diverse Identity, p. 487]  [9944:  Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 'Land as pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence and rebellious transformation', Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 3 (2014), p. 18] 

The use of decolonizing methodologies is an invitation to re-indigenize to planet Earth, to collectively accept our sacred fate as people of the Seventh Fire, and a rare invitation to experience through academic research, the healing wisdom of the circle and the story.
QB: 
"The most important thing for me, when I hear stories like these, and I hear so many things resonating….is that we are not alone. And that is such an important thing to realize. We are not alone." 
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Appendix
A: Verbatim transcriptions from the sharing circle. Only demographic information which may identify participants has been omitted.

LS:
[recording started late] ...I started to integrated because I didn't feel I was rooted here. My father was not original from here. And then I understood that my ancestry was not original from here and that was typical from the Algarve. Until I found some stories that the original peninsular tribes were the Kuni. And after the druids and the Selvs, and the Mosarabs and the Jewish, etcetera. So I feel them all... in my blood, in my uh.. lineage and I honor them. Totally. And this is how I feel now, I am an Algarvian. But more than all, I am part of the tribe of the world, of course. The race.. The human race. The bioregion is important for me now because I really consciously chose to come back after a long journey of searching for myself. And I wanted to settle here, especially for my children to be feeling these homelands, which I could give. And um... now I would like to bring the topic of the decolonization of the sexual and spiritual. Because I felt it very, very vividly in my life and recently also, going through a process of mourning death, birth and all these taboos that have been around for so many times. I felt very, very close in my bones that I needed to make a cut. For a long time I didn't honor my grandmother I didn’t understood why. I didn’t see her like, wow, what an amazing woman, until recently. She was an amazing woman, because she was very strong doing what she needed to do but my grandfather was always the one showing. So, this is a very typical thing from our culture here. This Christian culture. That I didn’t get in my family, but still, it is in the peninsula. And still, in between, there are many other traditions. I told recently about it, that is here in the Algarve. Once a year there is this tradition of killing the pig. And killing the pig was like once a year, the whole family would gather and all the neighbors and all the friends and it was a feast, for killing the pig. But the women who were menstruating, they were not allowed to come. And this was curious. I always felt like... that’s not fair. Why! Why are they doing this. And then I understand that this tradition was brought to us without the knowledge of why. And only many years ago when I was finding my bleeding process and getting in tune with my own lunar process, i understood why, but that is what many times happens. The traditions are held over to the next generation without the knowledge before so it is a meaningless thing. And it becomes only an abstract something. So, I find it interesting to make these circles because then it can give the meaning of the traditions within. So, I want to complete this story that can go on, and I decided to cut because of this origin of the women that were not allowed to transmit openly about their sexuality. And I felt this very strongly in my family what you are talking about. Yeah, we are supposed to be monogamous. We marry and we are with the same partner for the rest of our lives. Even if we are miserable, we have to endure. That is how it's supposed to be. And I refuse to do it. Because in my being, in my essential being, it is not the truth. The truth is a lot of colors and smells and tastes. So... I'm coming back to myself. 

TP:
It's very interesting to even raise the topic of 'what is your background?' What's your context? I found it very interesting what it did to me once you brought it up. I've been in a very transformational path in recent years. And also in regards to Who am and where am I coming from. Originally, I am from (omitted), but I do really feel, especially the term you brought up... connected to the earth. Not even humanity only but really to the earth. To... yeah. Even life energy i would say. And this is where my answering of the first question is going towards, I think ecology, sexuality, and spirituality, are all for me are expressive forms of life energy. At least, the intersection of them, for me, this is where life energy... yeah, I don’t know. This is the answer that came very clearly to me. And.. Yes, I do plant a lot of trees and I feel very connected to the ecological part because I feel I can really contribute here, and I really feel I can organize people around this that I can be a part of a movement. instead of what is my being, but what is the function of my being in the bigger whole. But I also don’t want to neglect the other both sides because I think they are equally important to have a holistic approach. Really resonates with me...the approach you have.  And this is also something I'm finding out. My background..I have a very spiritual background. My parents were very spiritual in a way but they never expressed it though. They never raised me with a certain belief system, I feel. Of course, there are certain elements they gave to me, but I feel they didn't want to induce anything on me. And it's very interesting to feel now what they gave me, the freedom to actually be, and see for myself to get closer to your full potential. I feel the decolonization, of course it's what I'm doing also. But at least I get this incentive already that that its actually ok if you want to find your own way. And it's not like, I give you this, and if you don’t live up to my expectation then you are not fully the being I want you to be. And it’s a very interesting process to be in the middle of so. I want to be short because it’s a big topic and I feel five minutes is really too limiting for me so I would love to explore more personally with you actually and I also want to get to the second question. I think Gatherings like this.. they make these topics and this life energy what is not so tangible in day to day life they try to grasp it at least.  they try to dive into the deeper meaning of what lies beneath everything you do. To really reflect: why the hell am I doing the things I'm doing. Am I reflective enough or is there more to explore and be even more true to yourself, to your own being. And I feel like expressing with other people is one of the most valuable ways to get there, because there's only so much you can keep to yourself and process within your own limited mind. And I think there so much more... we just to a very deep ceremony where again I feel this oneness, that I'm connected with this life energy. My mind can't grasp it. It just cannot grasp it. So the only thing I can do is try to go there and try to connect to it and I think this is a way that I can connect to that. By expressing. So yeah... the research you're doing is very resonating with me. My background is in anthropology so... wow it blows me away the stuff you are researching. I think its very, very important, that this work is done and that people get more aware also of the scientific bias. Theres so much bias in science and I felt really limited in my anthropological research. And I feel this with you too. It completely resonates. You get caged into this box, like this is your playing ground and if you don't fit into this box then you need to fuck off. So yeah..I'm very honored to be part of this. Thank you. 

NS:
I feel that, for me..Last year was really the first time that I got into contact to really even research and think about the themes of sexuality through the yoni course, spirituality through meditation and even ecology through spending a lot of time here... but very much separated. It became very much like my original way of looking at things and researching things which is: ‘this is the topic, get into it and focus on that.’ And actually, when I was thinking, and you said ‘energy’ it was landing a little bit in me and I think yesterday was one of the first moments when I think everything resonated like.. Inside of me. And it also meant something special for me because, I personally sometimes have problems with these topics being too personal, and being too much inside of people although I very much believe in what we have to do with what's inside of people being what we have to do to improve the world. And that yesterday I had such a moment where I really felt like it first needs to resonate inside of yourself and connect before you can even do something for the rest of the world. And yeah. I decided this weekend not to go to the Ayahuasca ceremony, but to spend the day alone. And it was crazy because I took a whole coastal walk and it was beautiful. Very much focused on hiking and ok...getting out of my head. And then I arrived at the beach it was completely empty. I'm open but not that open but just I decided, ‘ok, I'm just going to get completely naked and enjoy this moment by myself.’ It was really that I felt like at the same time super connected to the ground because I was completely naked like on the floor and just feeling the ground and just feeling everything. I was feeling super sexual like up to the point where I was like ‘am I getting horny here alone?! [laughter]' and also like completely not in my head just the most meditative experience where these three terms were coming together and raising such an energy where since then I haven't been able to let go even today I feel it. So it kind of made sense. I need to feel it. And I think that’s also a little bit why I'm here. Because I work with (omitted), and I try to be this person in the office and I work with their stories which are not built in the office. And its difficult, well.. At least for me because I'm not used to representing such work. At least not on a computer [laughter]. And what I notice with the storytelling is experiencing it myself already helped because storytelling for me was something that I could see a tool of how I could do public speaking, maybe I could do a TedTalk at one point or whatever... like get stuff into the world. But doing this course with (omitted) made me see it already as a healing tool and i believe now so much more why the world needs it. And it just keeps getting bigger. And it helps me a lot to think about how we could bring this more into the world. And I feel this connection that you've made, like yeah.. We do need to make this connection between the two worlds and methods like this I think can help a lot. So yeah...very powerful. 

YS:
I was born in the UK. My name is Celtic and my father wrote it wrong on the birth certificate because he was drunk, my mother got very pissed off and then they realized quite a few years later that it has a very beautiful meaning of 'unconditional love'. And therefore this has been something that has been with me for quite some years, that this is actually something that I want to bring more into my life, this quality of love without condition. The sexuality, spirituality, ecology topic is something which has been resonating with me for a very long time, since I was around twenty. I started Buddhist practices, I started to travel. I never felt connect to the place I was born. And I remember walking to school with the grey skirt here and the white socks here and the red knees because of the rain and the purple knees because of the wind and cold. And i knew I cannot wait to be in a country where I could wear trousers because at this time in the country I was born, only women could only wear skirts in school. I could not wait to leave the cold, I could not wait to learn new languages and meet people of different colored skin. And I left when I was sixteen and I've never really been back to live there. And there's always this shame inside of me that I don't belong and that I don't resonate with let's say...my ‘indigenous’ place where I was born. Although I resonate a lot with the ancient Celtic tradition. The actual people and the place that I was born, I feel like I value it the more I look back into my childhood, the more I see into the qualities  and the gits I've been given and I'm super grateful. But everywhere I've been since then, where I traveled and lived with indigenous tribes in Asia, traveled around and really connected with the people, I immediately learn their language, I immediately adopt their culture and I'm in the tribe and I find myself in circle again and again. Wherever I go. And I feel at a certain point I feel where do I belong? And I feel I've questioned this so much that feel I've dropped all this questioning and realized that yes, I lived in Greece for many years, I lived in Portugal for 8, I was in Thailand, I was in India, Japan and always dropping the question again and again, and actually, what is the need for me to know where does my physical body and my blood is from when actually we can all be in circle regardless of that. And when we all come in contact with the earth, we have this one earth we all share. We all have our ways of interpreting it, through story, through objects that we might worship, certain trees certain stones we might have practices on this month that month, certain direction which are very different according the the tribe, but in the end the essence is always the same. This connection to self, this connection to others this connection to earth and that we are coming together, we are sitting in circle and this for me is the most beautiful blessed thing I do in my life is sit in circle because this is where I find there is no beginning and no end and we are all interconnected and we always can find a common thread inside each one's story resonates inside of us that connects us regardless of what it is. So um... on this spiritual quest that I got myself into...there was always this issue of sexuality because of a lot monks, nuns, ashrams, traditions. I've been running a retreat center for fifteen years in Greece on an island. So I see a lot of people coming and going and I spend a lot of time people watching and I spend a lot of time bringing people together from various places and enjoying the melting pot of ingredients to see what's happening, kind of like a little witch on the side, and creating sacred space. And When I really tap into it, I see a lot people on a spiritual path with complete disconnection from their sexuality or with a lot of shame, guilt or a lot of secrets and lies. This is something I've been observing. When women gather in circle, I've been doing women's circles for many years and doing work as a doula, and in this threshold of birth and death you see a lot of...catapulted into present moment. There is this sacred sexuality, there is this threshold between life and death and there is no escape from this present moment that happening right here right now. And that for me is the biggest spiritual teaching. And I see with this gathering women together, there is a lot of work to be healed as a collective for the women who came before us and for the collect trauma that we are carrying in this part of our body which is not just ours from this lifetime. 

SM:
Something in your share was bringing me into mine. My name is (omitted). And my name was also spelled wrong on the birth certificate! [laughter] And the name means (omitted). It's a Celtic-Galic name, and I think the roots of what I'm discovering within myself now, coming back to my roots after being a long time separated, it's shown me that my family gave me a rootedness in Celtic culture even through... I don't know how to express.... its not so strong in our lineage. But there was always songs, there was always stories but then they kind of, at some point lost that, and they went into this kind of, like...not using it anymore. And I felt disconnected and I felt it was time to go and find my own way. I was in a family, tribe, heart space in Scottland that had many amazing teachers coming from all over the world, different indigenous teachers, spiritual teacher and I got really into Buddhism, and the thing that was missing there was the sexuality. Like, I was super connected it was a shamanic place and with other teachers it was Buddhism and shamanic stuff mixed together. It was on this land that was very druid based and I felt deep connection to the earth and my roots in the earth and I always had that connection but there was this missing element of the sexuality which was almost denied. And so I left there in search of where is that connection within myself. I need to heal this. From coming from a background of really.... yeah...I abused my sexuality. I really abused it in so many ways... I used it as a way to escape and then finding within Tantra and travelling and within different cultures and I'm getting and understanding of my own sexuality within that. Of how my sexuality comes from the earth, from nature, through my root and up into my body and this for me is the intersection of sexuality, spirituality, ecology, it's in the microcosmos of my own inner ecology. I'm part of nature, that my spirit is not separated from nature, that my sexuality is the lifeforce energy that is nature. That was like a massive revelation of me, I was like, ‘yeah! I can relax! Theres nothing I need to do, there's no practices that I need to master, I just have to be in my body and listen to my body’s wisdom and that connects me to everything, to nature. And I've always had a strong connection with nature and being able to connect in a sensual way with life, like very tactile, but to discover that I can connect to a tree… at first the idea of talking to a tree... I would have laughed at that in my earlier years. But then to actually feel that ...to be able to feel the energy between a tree and myself and have a communication in a heart centered way with this being and understand that life has these elements which are all one but have their different flavors that I can connect to. It's such a gift in my life. And it brings me back to presence. To be able to be like.. Theres nothing to do. There's nothing we need to get better at or be stronger at. It's just allowing nature to carry us and trusting that everything unfolds within ourselves and that we are part of the circle of life. So yeah, to be in circle is... Everywhere I've gone circles have appeared and I've been welcomed into them and to have that gift in my life that I am rooted in circle and that wherevever I go I am welcomed into circles and I don't even have to try. Life takes me to the places where there is another circle and I'm welcomed and there's another cirlce and I'm welcomed. So, yeah. Deep gratitude for all the circles all over the world that are blending together.

CB:
My name is (omitted) and I’m a really (omitted) person. My whole family is coming from there for very many years. I’m from a very small city in the countryside and I remember when I was younger I was in a very special...I was in a school where there were many religious atmospheres, also very.. New backgrounds for me...I was very young. But I also remember Ii was in  a very catholic community in the city, but I felt it was all very in-boxed. Everything was very boxed and captured. And I felt went I was older I had many questions. Why is this all like this? Why do we do… like we do? Why is there no different paths? I was very missing out on this and I could not answer these questions like why is everything happening like it is. And then I was...I had a feeling that the religious part was not fitting me. I did not have this meeting point of spirituality and I felt, this is not my root. So, I went on my search for different cultures  to a place where many cultures come together. I went to Israel and Jerusalem and there I discovered so many different sociological people and atmospheres and roots and there I discovered that there are different paths and ways to help and ways to define yourself. And there I also found a lot of different circles. And there is a saying in the (omitted), people know, it’s like… Be normal because that's already crazy enough. And I always said, but like, why are we doing this? And I found In Jerusalem, I found so many new tastes and I felt like, ok, I am going to have more look more into that, I will go further into that. And then I discovered that there are different ways also in sexuality, that you can also have different visions of that, and that you don't have to have to follow only these paths that are in front of you. And I’m still on my way to that. I’m still a little bit younger, and I feel I am still in this process of looking into that. I was indeed looking for a company that was crossing the borders a little bit that's how I also ended up here, I think. So, I feel I have the potential to look beyond these boxes that also sometimes just push me back. That now I feel these circles, I feel the power of it and the security and safety of it and it’s something I take back with me. Because I feel my roots are out there, and I feel a strong connection to this place, but also feel that there is room for a different vision. And I feel a lot of support from the people around me. And however It's very difficult to look beyond that point, but I do. And I’m very happy about that. I'm still working with the process and this is definitely part of it. So thank you.

PR:
I grew up in this very German, very academic family. I come from this world, very academic, very...the path was a little bit more... made already for me then I chose it. Everything was safe. As always in life when everything is beautiful and everything seems to be perfect.. something is coming. So yeah, I got sick and questioned my life and questioned everything because I got cancer and was confronted with death. So your questions start to switch in life a little bit. What do you want? Where do you want to go? So, I found myself in this perfect little world, perfect apartment, perfect man, perfect surrounding, trees around, we had squirrels running around, we in nature, we lived in the Black Forest, we went cycling, we were vegetarian, we tried to live plastic free, we had all that! It was beautiful and people said it looked perfect, but still I got sick. So I started to, I called it ‘the cleaning’ like ‘the cleaning of my life’. I started with first, ‘what am i?’ So I said, ok, I am what i eat. So i started cleaning my food, leave the sugar, leave that… So then I cleaned myself from social pressure, pressure from my family, because of course. You go to school and then university, it’s clear. But then I started to question if the path was really my way or the way that was just most comfortable for me. I looked at all my relationships and I really concentrated on myself. To find out who I really am. What makes me, me. Where do I really come from, where are my roots, because the world that I grew up in was not interesting so much. The grandma, it was about going there and eating cake. It was not the stories of the family or ancestors and where we come from. It was not an issue in the family. At that point no one talked about it because growing up in Germany, we all have guilt, we know all our ancestors have something, either they are Nazis or something so I started to investigate more and more to find out more about myself. Learning more about my body, about who I am, so yeah... this is how I came to Portugal because I needed a place to heal. To find out and I needed to have somewhere with more access to spirituality. Than the very religious orientated spirituality. For me, spirituality growing up was going to church and I couldn't relate to that and everything else was academic. If you couldn’t prove it, it didn’t exist. So, I started to investigate in my own way when I came to Portugal because I wanted to be free from all the pressure that came from my life and family. So I came to Portugal to find circles. I mean, I went in circles, and keep finding myself in circles, especially since the journey to myself which started five years ago with the diagnosis. So, the circle is a place where I feel the safety which I lost in lots of ways but in the circle I still feel a safety which we sometimes need, because I feel protected in a very ancient way of protecting something. Not too much space but enough space for everyone. The circle is for me the center of sexuality, spirituality and ecology, because it's just all the nature of people being structures, especially the life energy we feel that brings us all together. I call it ‘follow my heart’. Because that’s what I said, I wanted to follow my heart. And it's what I found here. It's just energies that can come from me, from nature or from other people. And when I started to follow that I had the experiences I needed to grow.

QB:
I'm very grateful to be here to sit in circle, to share stories. It’s my favorite thing to do. It was crazy how many things resonated with me from my neighbor’s share. The most important lesson for me when I hear stories like that and I hear so many things resonating and I think about the power of sitting in circle and sharing stories is that we are not alone. And that is such an important thing to realize. We are not alone. We all have experiences that we might recognize…. I have a strange name. My name comes from a nomadic tribe in north Africa, and the name means ‘free people’. And it’s also something I am always struggling with. Because my family can see me as barbaric, as savage, as not complying with the rules and not doing what society is supposed to do, but then I say ‘I'm free.’ I studied law.. Did the whole thing... and then I broke free. And now I’m a storyteller... whatever that may be. The intersection between sexuality, spirituality and ecology... I don't know. I’m completely lost. I'm still pondering upon it. I didn't want to take the talking stick because I was like, ‘I don't know the right answer!’ And then I already heard Lorie in the background, ‘There is no right answer! That’s the point!’ [group laughter] Yeah… What is it? I guess its life? I am learning a lot and trying to incorporate it in my own intimate relationships. I'm doing a storytelling project now about women giving birth. And working on stories with abortions as well. I think there's a lot there. I try to plant trees every Friday. Maybe it’s what (omitted) said. The intersection is right here [indicates body]. I don't know yet. I’m still working on it.

WS:
I am the middle child of three. My grandmas are both my godmothers. I felt always very drawn to them even as a child. There was no such deep relationship such as with the mother of my father. The mother of my mother… this was my refuge, this was like being at home. I just want to be near her. I'm still sad I didn't spend more time with her talking about her experience and have more sharings with her because she had a lot to tell. I heard some stories from her but still I think there are more out there. Still, I was lucky to…. I didn't want to tell this but it's coming up now… I was very lucky to spend the last week with her as she was about to die and she decided to come home. My mother is a nurse and my mother took care of her. I was studying at the time and was into my exams. But as I heard she was about to die, I quit everything and drove down to be with her. It was like...such a deep week I cannot express it in words. I sat at her bed. We were giving her warm milk. She was asking for warm milk, but the doctor said not to give her milk because she had colon cancer so she couldn't digest anything, but she was asking for it so we’d give it anyway to her and she was so happy like a child drinking this little cup of milk and I remember I was creaming her arms and her hands and it was such an intimate connection. She was so happy to see me, she was in tears when she saw me and so happy that we spent so much time. When she was about to die, and my mother could feel it because I think the legs start to get stiff or something… so we called in the whole family and there were twenty people in the room and we were all in the room sitting with her and it was pretty intense. And I’m very happy that my family arranged it like that. But I didn't want to tell you that. That’s funny. When my other grandma died from my father’s side… there’s a whole story to her life. When she died a couple of years ago we found a pile of maps with letters from her lover that no one knew about. We figured out that she was in love with this guy all those years and they were engaged to be married and then my grandma… all in these letters, my father made a book about it. I'm still about to read it, I haven’t finished it yet. But this man writes everyday from the war how he loves her and wants to have a future with her. And he calls her funny names... I think she was very sexual at the time and they were not engaged but had some experience together. And the father and mother of my grandmother were not happy about this engagement. And my grandma went for a weekend to Berlin and happened to meet my grandfather and had a wild night. SO my uncle was about to come...There's a whole story behind that. It’s just… she decided for my grandpa, which is good, otherwise I would not be here, but I think she was in love with this other guy and she wanted to be with him and never could be. She had this secret and never shared it. Even her best friend who was still alive didn't know about that. So…. spirituality, sexuality...and ecology.... I don't know. I was going to tell you something about my connection to whales but it went completely in another direction. [group laughter] I’m sorry! Next time. [laughter]

LL:
I’m just really, really happy to be able to listen to these stories. This not something I grew up with. I grew up with lots of superficial small talk and a lot of... even today when we get together with the family, I sit there and... It's hard. The questions they ask. I'm actually really challenging them because at some point I actually had to tell them, you know, I love you so much, all of you, but honestly, i cannot do this, I just cannot. So either I have to stay away, and it was very difficult to say that but at the same time I wouldn’t have been truthful to myself to say. And at the same time I also told them, you know, because I love you so much, I want to find a way of relating in a different way because I know it's possible. And luckily enough, my family is very open and they are open enough to say ok, show us your way, and now we try to find this middle way of me chanting with them or introducing circles into the family. With my sister and my parents it works really well. Like amazing. With my aunt and wider family it's more challenging but they are all also open to do it and all really see the beauty of it and enjoy it and I just long for a different way of relating that is more coming from the heart and less from the idea of how we think we should be or what we think we should say. I'm also just not interested in all these stories from the outside, I’m just not. And the more you experience how you can actually relate in a different way the less you actually want to go back to the other ways you thought you had to work so hard to find myself coming from that. Being very much in the mind and I feel its very healing for myself and for my family because we are getting to a kind of depth that is just very, very special and that touches me very deeply and its very special to see how my parents are so willing and so open to go there and I had many years I was just angry blaming them for being who they are and not giving me what I need and for being born in the wrong family and all the pressure and we were fighting so much and it was very painful. I feel through the sharing circles we are able to see each other for who we actually are. And also the sexuality aspect. Because I live my sexuality in a very different way from how my parents lived theirs. It's very challenging for them to see that. And my father, who I believe would have the most to say on that subject, because he actually cheated on my mother for many years without her knowing until today. And me and my sister, we know, and this is a big burden and he keeps quiet about a lot of things. But I also decided not to put the pistol on him. Like… if you’re not telling then I….. I feel it's not my place to interfere. And I feel this has been weighing very big on our family. So also trusting that we all bring in what we bring in what we’re ready to bring in. And if my father is not ready to bring that in, then he's not ready and that's ok. And I’m not going to love him less. I can still feel very sorry for all the repression and all the secrets and lies and I can feel proud of myself for choosing a life without secrets and lies, without wanting to compromise. And I've always heard, ‘you want too much of the cake’ and I do feel I can have the whole cake without damaging people around me if I just speak in honesty and if you establish consent about what is possible and what is not. Yeah. Thank you.


B: Verbatim transcriptions from the storytelling event. Only demographic information which may identify participants has been omitted.

AL:
For me, the teenage times were quite... challenging because I always felt like... vibrations that were somehow suppressed. I always liked colors and dressed myself with multiple colors and then I would hear like, 'oh..that doesn't match with that.' And, 'You cannot wear yellow because yellow means fart'. Or 'you cannot wear red because only night ladies wear red.' What about from your teenage time? [to the audience] Any color that has a meaning? ['black'] And black means? ['darkness'] Darkness.. Any other color?? ['yellow'] Yellow. And for you? Aside from farts, what does it mean? ['For me it was the playground where I used to play'] Ahh... that's nice. So the colors for me, mean something and they would bring me happiness and I always tried to dress with them as I felt in the mood. I would wake up and I would put the colors and my mother would say, 'Oh.. That doesn't fit. You should wear blue, or black or jeans or white over jeans... that matches very well.' So I started to feel like...ok, yes. Around me I see people dressing like these colors, but I started to feel like, ‘Can I have my socks colorful?’ It goes inside the jeans and inside the shoes so ok, that's how I'm gonna do it! Socks and intimate clothes and I will have colors everywhere. So that is how I did it and it worked just fine. When I ended my degree, I was 21, and somehow the life threw me to Sao Tome and Principe. Do you know where it is? It's one of the smallest islands in the Guinea Gulf in Africa. I didn't have the urge to go to Africa. Also because it's a primitive place. Also because it's where people... They are savage, they done... they aren't literate... they are... what they don't do? What have you heard about Africa? Like when you were a teenager, not now? ['They are poor.] They are poor. What else?  ['They’re hungry.'] They are hungry, they are famine! They have diseases. So I didn't feel the urge to go. And one day I was at the gate and I was thinking what the fuck am I doing? Where am I going? And I went and as soon as the plane opened... you know when it opens and you feel like, yeah, this is it. People started to went out and when it was my time to take the stairs, the atmosphere the air, the climate, the humidity just hit me. And it was like warm humid, a smell I never smelled before. It was something. And then I looked outside and there were colors everywhere! People![laughter] They would have colors all over their body! Woah! And one day turned into a week. I was to go volunteering for one year and it turned into three on that island and seven in Africa. And why... why did I stay so long? I found people where colors mean… what do colors mean to you? [‘Joy’] Joy. [‘warmth’] Warmth. [‘playfulness’]  [‘expressions'] Freedom, life, joyfulness.... sadness also... ['beauty'] ['spring'] Spring. Self respect. And they would use it… as much more colors you would use as much more prettier you would be! And no one would say nothing. They would only ask where did you buy that [. ]?! And from one day to another I was able to wear all the colors I wanted! It was hot there! So I wasn't able to wear socks. Amazing! And also, that colors comes with rhythm? Maybe? It comes for you? And I was not again.... blocked to hear jazz, rock, what else you hear in western countries? ['classical'] Classical music. ['pop'] Pop. Commercial things... tv.. vh1. And I could hear for the first time genuine African music and the rhythm! And dancing without feeling like I'm being sexual but being connected in a much more closer space than ever before and I loved to feel it. And for the first time I felt my body free and respected with music, colors and joy. [Awwwww!] And it was amazing. When I was young here... you can see this is my hair... I would straighten the hair, because they would call like, 'little pigtails'. And for the first time I was able to wear it like it is! And to put the colors. And to wear all the colors. And this is how this story came ..[inaudible]… because I had no story. And this morning when I was going to work I was like, I'm going to put that dress and then.. I realized ...this will be my story, a story with color. And for the first time also I allow myself to understand why I always felt I was blocking myself because I never honored my curly hair before. I never honored my skin color that was not white here or not dark there. I never honored my ancestors that would wear things in their hair as they feel pleased without no one to tell, ‘are you having a disease!?” [long laughter from audience] Some day I wore blue, some days I wore jeans, some days I wore colore, some days I have my curly hair, some days its this, some days its nothing... I think when I get old it will be ok. And I felt that... So this story has a title that just came now and it's called "Self-Identity" and I found it in colors, rhythm, samba, quizomba, that means party! [inaudible] And I felt the beginning of knowing and accepting my mixed race and using it to honor my ancestors and to start to get to know myself and to accept that and to feel myself in it. [applause]

SM:
To open this story I'm going to use this songstone that comes from my sister, from my hone. And I use it to connect me to my guides and to connect me to my ancestors and to open this sacred space. I'm very grateful to be here in this moment. [plays the songstone] So. It was the time of the great pause. Where all the people were invited to stay in our homes and many of us were called back to our lands to listen to our ancestors and to heal our stories and to heal ourselves. And one day I was called back to be in [omitted] after an illness, my body brought me back to be with my family. It was intense in these times after being away for so long and knowing that's exactly where I was meant to be. And one day some months into lockdown I found myself so filled with all the tension and all the fears and all the unknowing and I went to walk the land. And I walked the cobbled streets up the hill to [omitted] which is this ancient, 300 million year old caldera of a volcano that's set right in the city with the city on one side and the ocean on the other. It's a wild place in the middle of the city. It's so magical. My way to pray and my way to release and my way to process is to dance and to sing so I found myself on the edge of this cliff in this natural amphitheater with the mountain behind me and the ocean in front of me and there was a storm rolling in form the ocean. And the storm started to echo...like... All of the feelings of darkness and rage and all the suffering that was happening on the earth. All the separation within myself. And so i began to scream it out, 'aaaaaaaAAAhhhhhHHHHHHH!’ and then this strange mist started to come and fall cool on my skin and there was hail stones on the edge of the storm and they started to sting my skin and with the stinging of my skin it started to bring hot tears to my face. Tears of sadness that I carry for myself and that so many others carry within themselves. And I started to sing a song of mourning. Mouring the life that was gone and allowing myself to be in the unexpected. [chanting. Wailing] Suddenly I felt the warm sun behind me on my back and I started to feel the joy in my heart and the strangeness of a rainbow in the sky at the same time as a storm in the ocean and I felt all of this nature was reflecting back to me everything that was moving inside of me so many different paradoxes. And I laughed. I just laughed at the beauty of life and the strangeness of life and allowed myself to feel everything. And the pleasure of living. All of it. All of it. All of it. And at this moment I saw ten crows. [inaudible] in front of me. And their black feathers and their beady eyes. This sense of the shadow and the light within myself  being accepted. And then suddenly I felt a presence. And there was a small fox climbing up over the edge of the ridge. He turned around and looked me right in the eye and I felt this magic of life and I asked him in my heart, ‘brother fox how can I be of benefit? How can i sing my song and live my life in a way that will be of most benefit? Show me the way to tell my stories and sing my songs.’ And in this magical moment he cocked his head to the side as a curious fox does and he disappeared down into the valley below. And so, I had to follow him! I wanted to know where is he going. I feel like he wants to show me something. And so I walked down into the valley below, scrambling down the cliffs and I found myself in front of this stand of willow trees. And he then  disappeared in to the bushes. And I felt the majesty of this grandmother willow and I had been talking with a sister of mine just before and she was talking to me about how she was unpacking all of this trauma from a really horrible story of abuse from her father in her childhood and I had this moving inside me of like, ‘how do you support someone through this?’ ‘How do you support someone through this unpacking of all this trauma?’ And she asked me for a song. And in this moment of sitting next to this grandmother willow tree this song appeared. And this song is a song for all of the inner children and the ways that we don't know how to look after and we don't know how to love and we don't know how to heal and I feel very blessed to receive this song from the willow tree. And I want to sing it for you. This song is made from the bones of the grandmother willow tree and after making this song into something real I acutally weaved a basket from the bones of the grandmother. So first there was the etheric basket of the song and then there was the physical basket. This is the first time I'm going to open this song to the public because I gave it to this sister of mine so that she could use it to have her inner child carried in this basket. So, i hope your inner children are listening. [sings]
Weaving willow by the waters
Singing me your secret song
Of our friendship long-time old
Of weaving stories dreams and songs

	I hear the whisper as your branches bend upon
The springtime breeze
Moving together all your limbs sing the tales of 
all the weaves

	Tended coppice gives such riches our
Friendship grows upon the years, and all the 
baskets we have woven 
Full of stories, dreams and songs and tears

	As we weave our hands in rhythm beyond the
Tales of all before
We become the altogether
Basket, weaver and the tree

	Now the basket stands its ready
To be placed beside the hearth
Where the fires of love and safety, 
burn to keep you warm my love

	Little baby in your basket
Woven from the willow tree
Safely held in all the love
Of life’s greatest mystery

	Little baby in your basket
Woven from the willow tree
Safely held in all the love
Shining from infinity.

CB:
This story today is for all the people who see traveling as a small escape to get away from problems, reality or just pressure from something else. We are talking about a boy who is 29 years old living in the south of France with the sun on his head every morning. Fresh fields full of this.... flowers.. This blue flowers... [lavender] lavender, thank you so much. He loves this place. But today he is on a mission. His name is Joy and he is going on a trip to go somewhere. So this morning he went out walking on this big street in a small tiny town in France and he walks by this very fresh bakery and smells the scents of fresh bread entering his body and he sees a big shop a backpack shop and he thinks 'that it. The first thing I need is a backpack'. because he's going for a big hike. Hels going to just walk and go. When he entered a shop and when entering the shop there was a small bell on top of him like 'jinglingling' so he closes the door very tight and there was an old man with a grey beard. A lot of experience in this man you could see in his eyes. Blue eyes. And instead of just walking towards this guy he turns to the right and sees this big wall full of back packs and there's just one that catches his eye directly. It's a backpack with yellow colors and blue stripes and it's a feeling he had as a child where he had a small backpack with these exact same colors. And he felt like wow, this is going back to it. I feel it. So, he grabs it and it reminds him of his childhood where he went to this class in school very happy to see his friends again, playing catch and hide and seek but also this feeling of losing it after some years accidentally during a study trip away somewhere. Before he knows he already bought it. The door opens, the bell rings 'jinglingling' and he wents away. He starts first walking on these streets of this small town but then starts running because he's so excited. He reaches his house because its close by and before entering there's a cat, hey 'meowmeowmeow' and he went inside. He throws the backpack on the table and starts packing it. And he's so excited because he's going on a trip. First thing: passport. First things because he always forgets it. He grabs it from the cupboard, it's this red passport, and he grabs is and walks towards the table and at that moment a small piece of paper flies away from the passport 'shooo shooo shoo' on the ground. He gets it and looks at it and there on this paper was:  Chateau de Versailles. He starts looking at it, turning it, sitting on the chair and a lot of emotions start to run through and memories come in. And this piece of paper brings him back to five years ago when he went to Paris to meet in these gardens of the Chateau de Versailles a girt that he met many years before and there he met this girl and there was this feeling of seeing someone you missed and haven't seen in a long time overwhelmed him and they started hugging and kissing, being like... holding hands, saying funny stories and enjoying their time. But time is going fast, especially when you're having fun. So, at one point the gardens closed but they did not leave. They stayed in the gardens watching the skies, talking, but in one moment the night is over. And after a very hot night, even though it was outside, it was light again. And as joy remembered his mission he needs to leave he needs to go, he kissed her goodbye to never see her again. Joy now sitting again now in his room with the backpack on the table with his passport puts this piece of paper away together with one teardrop and puts it back in the passport. Because that's done. Ok what's next. A place to sleep. It's very important because there's probably not [inaudible] So, he goes to this very old place in the house where he doesn't go very much or that often, he goes into this cupboard and a very deep far away there's a sleeping bag... and it's got to be a red one. So, he grabs is directly and this smell of dirt, beds unhygeighned air just enters his body, [eewww!] Yes, exactly! Eww! And he falls because he knows this smell is familiar which brings him directly in to another story. A very bad story. He was travelling with a friend with this exact same sleeping bag. And it brings him back to this moment when he was sitting in a car screaming with a friend and not fighting, not fighting with fists, but fighting with nasty words and really, deep emotional sayings. It was raining. And his friend got out of the car because he was so angry, walked around the care, opened the back and threw his big bag outside. They had been friends for a long time, they travelled in Norway and instead of snow it was raining and at that moment Joy realized what was happening with friend was driving away and saw only red lights in the distance. And then he's there, back at his house, he still has this dirty sleeping bag in his hands and he's crying with this red sleeping bag in his hands. Before he realizes he puts the sleeping bag back in to the cupboard, he grabs the backpack from the table walks back outside the house and goes back to the shop running very fast. Enter the shop 'ringalingaling' and the man behind the desk says, ‘already done travelling?” and he says ‘I'm not travelling because I know what to do right now.’ That's my story. 

PR:
What I want to tell is what happened when yoga entered my life and meditation changed my way of vision because I found it hard then to find a place in this organized world I was living in. I had all the comforts that the western world could offer but all the knowledge I gathered being in school for so many years seemed so useless at the time. I heard everyone saying don't waste your life, do something, but when death is knocking on your door you change your perspective and I looked inside and I decided to base my decisions on love and compassion. So at that time there was a card falling into my hand and it has a quote, it said, “because it's good for my health, I decided to be happy’ and it was Voltaire who said that and it just inspired me. I was like, first, I want to be healthy. I want to be happy and I have a choice. I have a choice whatever I want to do so I looked inside and I started a little journey. So.. um… yeah. I put all my energy, I decided to put all my energy into that goal- to be happy and as simple as that sounds it brought me a lot of trouble [laughter] and a lot of misunderstanding. I lost a lot of people along the way. I left my comfort zone. I left my comfort zone that they needed and that they worked so hard to create and so it was really hard for them to understand what I'm doing and I say, I just want to be happy and I just want to follow my heart. I knew I was ready and I trusted my intuition and decided to follow my heart. And the more I let go of all the things that were surrounding me and the more I focused on ok..what makes me happy… soon I let a lot of things go. I absolutely lost my mind. I lost control of my life and I started to ask myself: what did I learn yesterday, what makes me happy today and where do I want to be tomorrow. So the more I went into that living day by day the more magic and things that happen in me and around me. I found myself at a place where I was surrounded by kids who just felt the same. We wanted to explore, we wanted to experience life, we wanted to be free and get connected to our inner child so we felt so...one in nature just being with each other experiencing each other. I felt so home in that feeling that everyone and everything around me was one. We were one. But in a world like ours, when you live in a bubble like this and reality comes and hits you, you have to leave. So I left. But i took a little present with me that I got for my birthday at the time because I couldn't let him go because when I looked in to his eyes I could see the whole universe when we would get naked we merged into each other all the boundaries of my body just disappeared and I understand what unconditional love means. When we were together I felt so powerful, so sexy it was all one and nothing else mattered. I felt all the energy... I was so energized by life and love and feeling the oneness that everyone was talking about and I wanted to go back in the world and conquer the world. What you do when you feel so energized and you want to spread it all over the world. So i went back only to realize that when you leave places in a compulsive way there is no way back there is only one way for me and that was forward. And this is how I'm here. I found myself again after another firework in my life here again in another circle. But this time i learned my lesson because I know now yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery but today is a gift and this is why we call it ‘present’.

LS:
I want to share a birthing story about a lady that was asking me to birthkeep her and her husband. Sometime ago I realized it was not only the woman that I had to work, I had to work a lot more with the men and this story- wow I did work with this man. Three hours long we had one session and he was like, ‘I don't understand how is it here in the west, because he comes from another continent... the very far east, how come it's so complicated for all these western women here to give birth I don't understand’. And he began to talk about his life as a young boy in the mountain in the countryside with the goats and all these goats birthing. And I thought, I’ve got him. So I asked him, what did you witness?'' Yes, you have to be very quiet so you don't disturb them so they don't feel observed or threatened. Yes, exactly, that is how we need to allow these women to birth and after three hours I said yes, this how you can help just be there, giving her love, making love to her and let her.. .release. Because here in the west many women… they are ladies and they are…. very sophisticated [laughter] and this lady was one of these ladies. Beautiful lady. Very sophisticated. Slim and gratuitous and always smiling to everyone and nothing you would notice from her that would be disturbing her. So I had to work with this lady. How to understand her. How to get in her story? How to get behind this. I even organized a retreat for her getting her to participate so I could understand more behind her and I think got it and this talk with her husband I said you know, here in the west a lady doesn't burp, a lady doesn't fart a lady doesn't do any of these things. Ladies forgot they are women and that they shit and that it’s ok and in birthing you need to shit! So.. anyway. During this night of birth, this lady hired the midwife, we already had an odyssey to find a midwife for her, and then she hired this midwife who was a good match to her. and we were there and I was one of the first to arrive. And there was another lady there who was not spoken before. And this lady was a good friend of her and this lady was a shaman. [drumming] And there she was birthing and the shaman was [chanting and drumming] giving her space [chanting and drumming] and making her feel safe. And then the midwife arrived and she didn't know the shaman would be there. And this midwife, I see going like….. WOAH. And then she comes over to me and is like… who is that woman? As a birthkeeper, my job is not only to be there holding space, but to give all the people present a sense of ease and put the adrenaline down and this midwife I felt it was going up and up! Getting more and more nervous. And I said oh! It's a good friend of her’s and she really felt the need for her to be there.  Its good.  don't worry. And this woman was in her birth while the shaman was [drumming and chanting] and the lady was, ‘ooooOOOOHHHHHHH’ going away from her breath, every time. And the midwife and I luckily have a secret language that no one else understood. And this was going on and on for a while and the lady was going back and the midwife said, fuck. I can't go on like it. If it keeps going on like this I have to go. And I thought, ‘Keep the center! Don't worry. By the third time while the shaman was [wailing and drumming] the midwife came ok enough I'm leaving and she was at the door. I was locking the door, I went to the shaman, and was like, ‘you know what, the energy is crossed we need to pull back the energy.’ And then I left the room, I went to the midwife and said look, we’re almost there. I know she can do it. She’s nearly there. ‘Yeah, but it's not working! She’s flying away all the time!’ Meanwhile this birthing woman already said in between contractions, thank you everybody, it's amazing but I can't do this anymore take me to the hospital’. And I knew and the midwife knew she was already there. She was there almost. I talked with the midwife, and she said, ‘Ok. But I have to prepare for the wellbeing of the baby’. And I said, yes! Yes, yes, how long can you give her? ‘Three minutes'. Three minutes! Ok. So I went to the husband and I said, remember the talk we had? She needs to do a caca. Shaman! Align the energy! And I went outside because I didn't want to be inside. And for the first time in five years, it was a pivotal moment because I was like, ‘what the fuck do I do here?!’ I am not going to be a doula anymore this is horrible! I heard inside the shouting and I said, ok… I need to go inside. I peeked in and I saw an amazing image. The husband was making love to her, ‘do your caca baby, do your caca baby’ and then the midwife I saw her, with her fingers in her vagina, ‘that's the way, follow my fingers’. She saw me and said, ‘come in! It’s all good!’ And the shaman was there. Quiet, praying. And that was really good. It took only three minutes for this baby to get born and this woman to get born.
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