
 

 

 

A Dramatic Turn of a Vision Quest 

Vision Quests take away the worldly comforts and 
attachments. Sometimes the circumstances are 
dramatic, tossing the individual into extremes of 
irrevocable loss or the frightening Unknown, all 
with the purpose of taking away the illusory 
Known, and reducing the individual to whom 
she/he really is. 

 By Cyntha Gonzalez 

It’s a time out from life’s normal routine, to often ask “What next?” It may 
include some version of fasting and silence, so to heighten sensitivity to the 
inner and outer promptings, where one’s deepest Truth persists. One returns 
with Perspective and Courage to carry on. 

 

                                    What is a Vision Quest? 

. 
For the last 30 years, solo nature retreats have been my refuge when the 

need for deep introspection calls. During several, I have faced compelling 
challenges that have tested me right up to my edge, both physically and spiritually. 
In one quest, I camped in a 50,000-acre national forest. As the day’s hike was 
ending and I headed back to my tent, I took a wrong turn off the wooded path. I 
remained lost for the majority of the moonless summer night. On another, a 
month-long solo bicycle trip on the Hawaiian Islands, all my gear and belongings 
were stolen from me, with still a week left of the journey.  

As trying as such tests were, I could not ignore the ominous perfection of 
their timing and meaning at the given moment. Vision Quests take away the 
worldly comforts and attachments. Sometimes the circumstances are dramatic, 
tossing the individual into extremes of irrevocable loss or the frightening 
Unknown, all with the purpose of taking away the illusory Known and reducing 
the individual to who she/he really is. The surrender to something greater than 
one’s little self is all that remains. When we become comfortable with such 
practice “deaths”, we live Life more spontaneously and with greater trust. When 
we meet the big Death, hopefully it will be all the more yielding and graceful. 
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For many years now, I 
have taken small groups into 
nature settings, for such 
reflective, testing meetings 
with the self. I had been more 
of a “softie” with the 
participants, in not pushing 
them as much as I had myself. 
The vision quests had been 
very contained, secure and 
perhaps even over-protected. 
Until a more memorable one… 

It was our Arab winter 
– a more temperate time of the 
year. I took a group of 8 
women out to Oman’s Hajar 
Mountains for two days and 
one night. Each day’s exercises 
of contemplation and then the 
more demanding 3-hour solo 
retreat were satisfying for all, 
but relatively uneventful. At 
the end of the 2 days, our 
convoy of three off-road 
vehicles made its way out of 
the wadi, one by one. One 
vehicle, a white Landcruiser, 
momentarily did not follow the 
convoy and took a wrong turn. 
After another driver and myself 
searched long and did not find 
it, we all decided that the lost 
vehicle’s driver, Amna, and 
one of the two other 
passengers, Seema, were fluent 
Arabic speakers and capable of 
getting themselves directions 
from a local passerby.  The 45-
minute drive towards the paved 

2

main road is one of no 
mobile phone 
reception. We all 
anxiously looked down 
on our phones for the 
signal that we were 
back in contact. It 
could not have been 
more than a minute 
that we had reentered 

reception, and my phone 
rang. It was Amna, but calling 
from an Omani number- in fact 
a satellite phone- on her first 
attempt! She soberly told me 
her car had lost control perhaps 
due to a blown tire, hurled 
through the air, flipped over 
three times and finally landed 
upside down. From the back of 
an Omani’s pick-up truck, she 
was then heading to some local 
health clinic I had never heard 
of. Some of Seema’s fingers 
were badly broken. Amna 
calmly informed me that all 
had their seat belts on, that the 
third passenger was heavily 
bruised but Amna had not a 
scratch. Back in our own cars 
the rest of us all conferred 
where this clinic might be. No 
one knew. Within 30 seconds 
of not knowing what to do 
next, 2 Omani police vehicles 
appeared – an extremely rare 
sight in these back mountain 
roads. They knew where the 
clinic was and escorted us to it. 
Eventually two of us took 
Seema back to the city and a 
fully equipped hospital where 
she had major orthopedic 
finger surgery.  

Over the days to follow, 
one by one, each participant 
voiced that the so-called vision 
quest was just a preparation for 
this much greater test. Each 
woman began to see jewels of 
correlations between her 
greatest current life challenge 
and her role in the accident. 
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The driver, Amna, was 
informed that the car was not 
repairable. The irrevocable loss 
was a mirror to a recent death 
of a loved one she was still 
acutely grieving. This 
dangerously close clash with 
death, catapulted her into 
greater spiritual surrender as 
she palpably felt a divine 
protection surrounding the 
accident. Seema had been 
badly physically abused as a 
child, and this unpredicted 
violence threw her back into 
rage and grief over such 
parallel rashness to her 
innocent body of many years 
prior. Seema’s sense of humor 
infected all of us- a true 
attribute of a spiritual seeker: 
When she had finally arrived at 
the clinic, fingers barely 
hanging from their tendons, 
blood dripping along, she and 
the other two were asked to sit 
and wait. The sun had just set 
and the doctors were praying 
the fourth Muslim prayer of the 
day. God would come first.   
Amna and Hannah, another 
participant, were driven at the 
end of the night’s ordeal, from 
the small desert clinic back to 
Dubai, by one of the doctors.  
This dark, long drive in the 
man’s small vehicle was an 
enormous challenge for 
Hannah. She also had a history 
of ruthless physical violence in 
her childhood and was mugged 
twice as an adult. During this 
journey back, she vacillated in 
and out of panic and extreme 
hesitancy. Would this man be 
capable of attacking her as she 
had already lived with other 
men? Coming up on this 
paralyzing terror, she prayed, 
called her husband every 10 
minutes and let go a bit more. 
Her attempt to trust, moment-
to-moment, demanded all her  
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spiritual strength the entire way 
home. Kathryn had her two 
young children waiting so 
eagerly for their mommy back 
at home. When she did not 
return in the early evening as 
expected, they both had asthma 
attacks, which left a wake of 
much family chaos. The 
upheaval at home and the angst 
of the children further triggered 
deep-seated emotions she 
suspected were linked to her 
own separation at birth due to 
her mother’s necessary long-
term hospitalization. Several 
were the recipients of outrage 
and criticism from back home– 
“How would you nine women 
go out to the mountains 
without a man and his 
protection?!” Each woman 
found her way to hold her own 
truth in the face of being 
misunderstood and unseen in 
such a solemn pursuit. All 
wrestled with the lesson of 
letting go of control in this 
sudden shift of events. The 
illusion of ‘the Predictable’ 
was wrenched from every one 
of us. 

At the clinic, it 
appeared the many Omani and 
Emirati police to be dealt with, 
were shaken from their 
traditional expectations. Of the 
group’s nine women of various 
nationalities, the three in the 
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accident were each 
from an Arab GCC 
country. The irony of 
all is that the driver, 
Amna, was a Saudi 
female. And as one 
police officer 
persisted, “Just what 
were you doing out 
in those 

mountains??” 
When one           

engages in spiritual work, the 
solemnity of such discipline 
lifts the veils of the more 
ordinary consciousness and 
permits a strong, sometimes 
blinding connection to the 
Divine. The less interference- 
food, toxins and mental 
chatter- the easier it is to part 
this veil. It will even slip away 
effortlessly the more purified 
the individual is. Toxins like 
caffeine, nicotine, sugar and 
even fear, impair this 
surrender. Dependencies on 
alcohol, cigarettes, romance, 
hyperactivity or on a loved one 
all can block this refined 
connection to Spirit. All 
participants agreed to eliminate 
such distractions during our 
time away, as well as eat very 
minimally and just drink water. 
By the time the accident 
happened, all were in a 
significantly higher sensitivity 
and openness.  

Carl Jung spoke of 
individuation- the need for all 
humans to leave behind their 
birth parents, to become their 
own inner parent and evolve 
into autonomous 
psychologically functioning 
adults. The idea of 
individuation is even extended 
to spirituality, as Eric Fromm 
develops in The Art of Loving. 
We may conceptualize the 
Divine as an outer human form, 
or attribute paternal or maternal 
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qualities to it. Eventually we 
come to no longer see God 
outside of ourselves, but 
within. We see God in 
everyone and in everything- 
God just is. For myself, I felt 
the criticism of our being 
‘foolish’ to go out to the desert 
without a man, as deeply 
misunderstanding what our 
greater quest was. We were as 
prepared on the practical level 
as any human could be, 
whether man or woman. What 
we were willing to do, by all 
agreeing to go on this retreat, 
was to say yes, we each tether 
our camel and then we 
surrender ourselves to Higher 
Will. If we had used the crutch 
of a “man”, we would have 
been bypassing the spiritual 
test of giving ourselves up 
totally to the experience. Why 
would we need a “man”, when 
we had God?  In our 
willingness to fast from any 
foods or substances that 
interfered with our really 
surrendering to the Divine, 
why would we have wanted to 
sabotage this full letting go by 
bringing along a man, just for 
his illusion of security? 

Brushing this close to 
death humbly quells the 
tendency to take life and dear 
ones for granted. 
Overwhelming gratitude flows. 
The past becomes transformed 
in the alchemy of such 
heightened perspective. The 
heart softens and we come 
home to ourselves, perhaps for 
the first time. 

 
For an audio mp3 on vision 
quests and more articles by 
Cyntha, please go to: 
www.cynthagonzalez.com 
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