Facing the Fire
Foothills of California’s Sierra Nevada Mountains. New Year’s Eve, 1994. Earlier in the evening, I’d witnessed it with my own eyes. Barefoot, Larissa had walked across the burning coals, an experience she’d had several times before. But now, I’d agreed to graduate from mere onlooker to participant. Despite being a New Year’s Eve party, no intoxicants were present. I was stone cold sober, completely aware of the ramifications of my decision. 

The prelude had begun innocently enough. “There’s no pressure for you to walk,” Larissa had assured me. “You’re just here to check it out. If it feels right, then go ahead.” 




*


*


*
During spring 1994, my 9-year marriage to Michelle had ended. Whatever heat and passion that had been there in the beginning, for building a life together, had been extinguished and no amount of counseling or even a trial separation  could rekindle the early magic. Larissa was one of the first women I had dated following the break-up. We’d met through a dating service. Studying her profile, I was immediately intrigued by the kind of books she’d recently read and her zest for outdoor adventure. She was a breath of fresh air, especially her inclination to explore the spiritual. Her friend, Amber, operated Soldoor, a company whose mission was to facilitate the spiritual growth, transformation, and human potential of its clients. And firewalking was among Amber’s tools.  
Given the dissolution of my marriage, the end of one year and beginning of the next held a particularly strong allure for me—an opportunity to start anew. The firewalk was slated to be the culmination of a lengthy, measured ritual that had begun several hours earlier. Not long after building the fire, Amber had given each of us a scrap of paper and a pencil. As the flames leaped higher into the frosty air, she instructed us to write down something that we wanted to discard, to move beyond. We were free to identify that habit, obsession, or preoccupation that we felt was holding us back, keeping us from reaching our full potential. 

I wanted to heal from the sense of failure, the pall that had descended upon me in the wake of my divorce. Despite the travails of our marriage, the break-up had been fairly amicable. My ex-wife wasn’t a bad person; we were just two vastly different people who’d unsuccessfully tried to bridge a chasm. A larger piece of paper would have been handy, as an honest assessment of where Michelle and I had gone wrong had prompted me to identify several of my personality traits that served as impediments to a harmonious, long-term partnership. So, I inscribed some of these negative traits—along with the failed marriage—onto the slip of paper. Amber had furnished us with string that we used to attach the paper to small pieces of kindling. Standing in a circle around the fire, one-by-one, we uttered a few words or silently tossed the stick-message into the flames. 

Chunks of sun-dried incense cedar and ponderosa pine were piled onto the fire, the added heat causing it to burn hot, nearly smokeless. Looking at the other participants through the dancing flames was disorienting—not only visually, but mentally. My ability to focus on the ritual at hand kept being interrupted by the yammering of interior voices I know well. Those that demand safety. Physical comfort, restraint, and decorum. What will happen to me if I choose to firewalk? With the exception of well-tended campfires, aren’t humans programmed to move away from fire? New Year, new partner... My tether’s been severed...  I’m floating free.
Then, Amber directed us to jot onto a fresh scrap of paper something that we wanted to move toward in our life, an endeavor—personal, professional, or an attribute—that we wished to cultivate. This was an easier task, one I seized with relish. I needed to heal from the relationship I’d laid to rest six months ago. It was important to move forward in this new relationship with Larissa. I needed to learn to trust again, while banishing the recriminations of the past. I jotted down these thoughts and, with a silent prayer, flung the stick with paper attached into the pyre. 

Amber addressed our group: “Fire is paradox: creation through destruction. Without one there is no other. Throughout history, fire has been regarded as purifier and healer—creator of a fresh seedbed upon which the future will sprout. I was introduced to firewalking by my mentor. And now, for those of you new to its power, I introduce you, continuing the chain. You’ll soon see for yourself that firewalking includes elements of initiation and transcendence.”

 I carefully considered her words. Ah, the paradox that is fire… Who hasn’t been mesmerized by the swirling, comforting flames of a campfire and studied its trickster form: here for the moment… before morphing into something else… endlessly reconstituted? Although a tended campfire is comforting, consider the effect that the shouted word “fire” has in a crowded theater, or a family’s frantic, last-ditch attempt to grab irreplaceable photos before retreating in the wake of wildfire. 
In time, large chunks of wood were reduced to glowing coals. Amber used a metal rake to level and spread the embers along a pathway. She worked deliberately, with an economy of movement, until the configuration was to her liking. A hush settled over our group as the first walker trod the path. Moving swiftly, yet not running, the walker negotiated the coals before returning to the circle. Spellbound, I watched as others queued up and did the same. Larissa left the circle and began her walk, embers squirting out from beneath her feet. Beaming, she slipped back into the circle beside me. 
In the days leading up to the walk, Larissa and I had discussed the phenomena of firewalking. Theories on how people can embark on such a seemingly fool’s mission, yet escape unscathed, range from the insulating effect of moisture on the bottom of one’s feet to the mind-over-matter ability of trained yogis. None of the walkers that evening complained of pain or seemed to be in any kind of discomfort, so I started to entertain the notion of joining them. 

After a number of folks had tromped through the fire, the coals had scattered , losing their menacing, red-hot look. OK, I’m gonna do it. Amber, seeing the cooling, darkened coals, raked fresh ones from the main fire onto the path. Then, satisfied that sufficient coals had been added, she returned to the circle. 

With this latest development, I lost my resolve. Maybe hang back for awhile, I rationalized. Don’t want to disturb the cadence, the emotional flow of the hard-core walkers. I was surprised to see, one-by-one, a continuing procession of walkers brave the coals and then return to the circle. Sometime later, I again heard the calling, “You can’t overanalyze this. It’s now or never.” So, Larissa and I moved to the fiery path. Heat waves distorted the figures on the far side of the fire, their visages shimmering in the flickering light. I reached for Larissa’s hand, and together, we made our move.
Again, the voice: “Keep moving.” It was a joyous dance, faster than a trudge, slower than a sprint. Then, the coals were behind me, and I felt my bare feet touching cold, damp earth. 
Elated, I returned to the circle. I’ve just walked on fire... something I once thought impossible. No one can take this accomplishment away! Suddenly, the turmoil in my life seemed to recede into the distance. In that moment, life’s impediments grew smaller. Fire as cleanser. The divorce is in the past. Ahead is your future. What I’d previously regarded as insurmountable obstacles now seemed do-able and I felt like I’d regained my footing.  
In the end, Larissa and I weren’t meant for each other, either. But, to this day, I carry with me the memory of that cold night when I walked on fire. When the tumultuous, scarred year I’d just completed yielded to the hopes, dreams, and aspirations of what was to come. 
Light in the darkness

 warmth in the cold

  in life’s tender cycle

   the next part to unfold

    knowing our roots

     feeling our source

      allowing the power

       of that great force

        feeling the depth

         of healing desire

          being alive

           dancing on fire

                    - Amber Chapman (from a card issued to firewalk participants 12/31/94)  

Epilogue: On the same night as my firewalk, Michelle returned home to a hastily scrawled note on her door that Las Palapas, the Mexican restaurant she owned, was on fire. Despite the best efforts of the firemen that night, Palapas burned to the ground. I was fortunate; the act of “facing the fire” had been voluntary for me. Furthermore, it was a pivotal step in my healing, in returning me to the path. For Michelle, however—her career and business now gone—the new year brought only uncertainty. She’d need some time to adjust to life’s changes, to determine her next step.  
