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Susannah Crockford, Ripples of the Universe: Spirituality in Sedona,
Arizona. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2021, pp.
248, ISBN: 978-0-226-77807-5 (pbk). US$30.00.
This book investigates the spiritual milieu in Sedona, Arizona, where
the striking desert landscape is overlaid with myths of energy vortexes
and extra-terrestrial dimensions. Crockford’s ethnographic research
was conducted over two years from 2012 and she combines detailed
vignettes from her immersion in the field with sharp analysis of how
spirituality, social class, race and politics intersect in this small American
town.
The introductory chapter provides a brief sketch of the beliefs, cosmologies and metaphysics that constitute the popular spirituality of Sedona.
Although Crockford’s interlocutors reject the New Age label, they promote a millenarian vision of a cosmic shift into higher dimensions that
is associated with the Age of Aquarius and the more recent term ‘ascension’ (p. 7). Historical influences are identified in Neoplatonism and
Theosophical teachings (pp. 13–14), while the universalizing tendency
in American spirituality is analysed to reveal its hierarchical and colonial foundations (p. 20). However, the majority of the book is dedicated
to sociological rather than theological analysis and some questions
remain unanswered, such as whether human effort is deemed crucial to
the ascension process and if some individuals might be excluded from its
utopian promise (p. 3). Ideologies such as karma, predestiny, reincarnation and divine providence are examined as attempts to make sense of
life’s uncertainties (pp. 21–23). Crockford argues that prosperity thinking and personal wellness approaches harbour moral imperatives with
political implications as individuals become solely responsible for crafting a successful life (pp. 24–25).
The many ways spirituality reinforces Neoliberal ideologies while
ignoring structural inequalities is a central theme in this book. Most of
Sedona’s spiritual seekers carve out a precarious living in the gig economy, claiming to choose personal freedom over financial security (pp.
118–20). However, there is tension in the way ‘downward social mobility’ is reinscribed as spiritual development in a town where million-dollar
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2021, Office 415, The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Sheffield S1 2BX.

Book Review

373

mansions line the hilltops and wealthy retirees wield social power (p.
44). Chapter 1 explores the social construction of Sedona’s landscape,
examining how nature is sacralized in spiritual discourse and American
culture more generally. The origins of Sedona’s famous vortexes,
described as mystical spiralling energy that emanates from the earth,
are traced back to local psychics in the 1960s and 1980s (p. 40). Here,
Crockford demonstrates how spiritual myths about vortexes, ley lines
and ancient Lemurian civilizations function as colonialist whitewash
that contributes to the erasure of Indigenous cultures (pp. 51–52).
Chapter 2 features retired lawyer Peter who was expected to jump from
the top of Bell Rock on an auspicious day at the end of the Mayan LongCount calendar in 2012. This chapter details how Peter constructs his
life as a story, using narrative analysis to examine his interest in UFOs
and assertion that reality is a simulation in the manner of a computer
program (p. 76).
Exploration into extra-terrestrial mythology continues in chapter 3,
where alternative self-identities such as ‘starseeds’ and ‘walk-ins’ are
analysed in the context of UFO religion and evangelical Christianity
(pp. 95–98). Spiritual awakening is described as a form of alienation
from mainstream culture as Sedona’s seekers often cut ties with biological families and reconfigure spiritual peers as ‘kin’, creating soul families amongst like-minded residents (pp. 96, 106). However, Crockford
describes these relationships as transient rather than supportive and
highlights the absence of community interest in working together for
social betterment. Moreover, spiritual ideology engenders further isolation as the ‘create your own reality’ motif blames individuals for their
suffering and reifies personal choice as the only means of salvation (pp.
29, 113). Dietary approaches to spiritual purification are unpacked in
chapter 4. Esoteric ideas of alchemy are reinvented in the context of
nourishment while diet is examined as a form of asceticism. Standard
American fare is viewed with ‘disgust and suspicion’ by Sedona’s spiritual residents and Crockford agrees the capitalist food system ‘simultaneously overfeeds and undernourishes’ (pp. 126–27). Chapter 5
analyses Sedona’s conspiracy theories to reveal a deeply embedded but
not entirely unfounded distrust of government, scientific authorities and
corporate power.
Ripples of the Universe makes a solid contribution to the study of
contemporary spiritualities and is highly recommended for scholars
of religion, sociology, anthropology and American culture. Although
Crockford’s writing style maintains a critical objectivity, there is
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sufficient colour in her reportage of Sedona’s spiritual milieu and unique
landscape to interest a general readership as well.
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