
Rites of Passage

Rituals to mark birth, coming of age, 

marriage, and death in Earth-centered 

religious traditions



Birth/Childhood Rituals: 

Discussion Questions      (10 min)

 What birth rituals have you witnessed or learned 
about?  How do cultures with which you’re familiar 
welcome babies/children and bless and protect them?

 Have you seen a Celebration of New Lives ceremony 
here at Unity Church?  What natural elements figure 
in that ritual?  

 Does your family have rituals around losing baby 
teeth or marking birthdays?

 What other ceremonies mark important moments in 
childhood?  



Blessing of Newborn –

Australian Aboriginal people   (2 min)

• Mother and grandmothers prepare 

a spiral fire pit in the sand.

• Sacred konkerberry leaves and 

branches are gathered, and the 

child’s mother blesses the leaves 

with some of her breastmilk.

• A fire is lit and purifying smoke 

rises up.

• The infant’s grandmother passes 

the child back and forth through 

the smoke.

• Older siblings decorate themselves 

in celebration.



Initiation – Vadi Snake Charmers  (2 min)

• At the age of two, Vadi children 

in India have their first ritual 

meeting with cobra snakes.

• For the next ten years, they 

train in snake handling.  Boys 

learn the charming flute, and 

girls tame and care for the 

snakes.

• Snakes may only be kept for 

seven months before they are 

returned to the wild.



Coming of Age Rituals –

Discussion Questions        (10 min)

 When, in our society, do girls become women 
and boys become men?  Is there a ritual?

 How will you know when you have become an 
adult?

 What are some significant differences between 
the rights and responsibilities of childhood vs. 
adulthood?

 What are some coming of age rituals you know 
about from other cultures?



Coming of Age - Apache         (2 min)

 For four holy days, a young woman 
embodies the sacred story of the 
Changing Woman from the Apache 
creation myth, a goddess who 
represents the power of life, fertility, 
and changing seasons.

 The girl must perform ritual dances 
for the gathered community from 
sunset to sunrise.

 Gifts and blessings call forth the 
girl’s innate strength and courage 
for the rest of her life.

 Friends and family bless the initiate 
with sacred cattail pollen.



Cultural Conflicts (5 min)

 In some areas of the United States, sacred places where First 

Nations people conduct their rites of passage are located on 

public land. Government agencies often find themselves 

conflicted between native tribes’ needs to use and protect sacred 

sites and public citizens’ access to state and national parks.

 How do you think the government 

should handle situations where 

tribal ceremonies call for private 

ceremonial use of public land?

 Should non-natives be blocked 

from access? Allowed to watch?

 Should tribes pay a fee for their 

private use?  



Coming of Age – Congo (Kota)  (2 min)

 Boys who make the 

transition to manhood 

must demonstrate that 

their childhood has died.

 Blue face paint 

transforms the young 

men into ‘phantoms’ of 

their boy-selves.



Coming of Age – First Hunt    (2 min)

 In many cultures where animals 

are source of food and material 

resource for daily life, a boy’s 

first hunt represents the 

beginning of his transition into 

manhood.

 In aboriginal cultures, part of 

the first kill’s bones or body are 

kept as a reminder of the event 

or as powerful medicine for the 

future.



Religious Borrowing?              (10 min)

 In your opinion, is it appropriate 

for Unitarian Universalists to 

borrow elements and rituals from 

other traditions to use in our 

weddings, Coming of Age 

ceremonies, or funerals?  

 When is it (dis)respectful?

 Do we need permission and from 

whom?

 How much should we understand 

before borrowing?

 Can we modify other traditions’ 

rituals to better reflect our values?


