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Praise for Deep Liberation


“In Deep Liberation, Langston Kahn offers powerful practices to tend to our deepest hurts as we attempt to be human in a world that so often wants us to be other than human. He expresses his practice as well as his heart as an invitation for us to reconnect to our own hearts as well as to our souls, passions, and our communities. This book is a special gift to those of us wanting to experience liberation through our healing.”  

—Lama Rod Owens, author of Love and Rage: The Path of Liberation through Anger




“With Deep Liberation, Langston Kahn invites us into depth, healing, and truth with a gentle, confident hand. Reading this text, I kept thinking it was an answer to the question Toni Cade Bambara asked us: “Are you ready to be well?” Every part of the book is clearly sourced from Kahn’s own experience, traced back to his teachers, guides and mentors—who run the gamut of race, class, ability, methodology, gender, sexuality, and spiritual lineage. We get to see how the legacy of shamanism is woven throughout the human experience. Here, that sacred calling is made accessible to all who are willing to listen for it within themselves. The practices are laid out clearly as a path toward a true authenticity with self and the living world. This book is easy to read, but the work within is hard enough to warrant a lifetime of practice.”

—adrienne maree brown, author of Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good




“Deep Liberation opens with a familiar cackle: Kahn reminisces on the naiveté of television-bound American politicians during the financial collapse of 2008 and remembers laughing at their presumptuous optimism and groundless gusto. His laughter is of the species I may have heard before while seated at the feet of Yoruba shamans in my own country, Nigeria: the emancipatory mockery of the shaman who knows that the world has ended many times before, who knows the inadequacies of secularism and rational puritanism in addressing the critical challenges of our time, and who knows there are wisdoms and orifices and channels and worlds we must contend with in our struggles for the otherwise. Throughout this book, the echoes of that knowing guffaw steal through the pages as Kahn deftly hoists a calabash of Indigenous healing wisdoms and spiritualities and alchemizes a princely recipe of exercises, practices, and rituals to concretize his expansive thesis of somatic transformation, to address trauma, and to equip those who linger in the wake of world-endings for the work we must do in the world yawning to wake. This is a wealthy tome of de-colonial strategies. Read it because it begins with shamanic laughter, the first phrase of a serious take on things. Read it, and soon you’ll be in on the cosmic joke too.” 

—Bayo Akomolafe, PhD, author of These Wilds Beyond our Fences: Letters to My Daughter on Humanity’s Search for Home




“This book couldn’t have come at a better time. An essential guide rooted in insight, history, and occulted knowledge, Deep Liberation provides practical steps we can take to address our wounds, connect with our ancestors, and better work together to care for each other and our planet as we reshape our world. Langston Kahn’s work helps us navigate these crucial sociopolitical times as we learn to become fully engaged adult human beings so that we may dance together, facilitating radical transformation and liberation. This view of wellness is a breath of fresh air in a society constricted by the Western mainstream medical model. I recommended this book for psychologists, scholars, and activists who wish to engage with a worldview that is at once deeply resonant, ancient, progressive, and wise.”

—Vanessa Sinclair, PsyD, psychoanalyst and author of Scansion in Psychoanalysis and Art: The Cut in Creation 




“This is an accessible toolkit for undoing the psychic and emotional damage that limits our possibilities for experiencing true wellness and can shape how and to what degree we can express our soul’s purpose. Kahn teaches solid energy systems work focused on healing, grounding, and what I call self-blessing. The book features extensive visualization practices, including work on exploring and repairing the psychic and emotional body and developing healthy boundaries. Deep Liberation is a solid, potent collection of exercises and practices that build intelligently on each other and work together synergistically toward a singular goal: total psychic well-being. Highly recommended.”

—Aidan Wachter, author of Six Ways: Approaches & Entries for Practical Magic 




“Where many practices offer tools for soul literacy, in Deep Liberation Langston Kahn offers the full kit. Gently presented and thoroughly developed, the soul education in this book is not just the one all soul tenders should have access to; it’s taught with the compassionate authority we all crave.”

—S. Kelly Harrell, author of Gift of the Dreamtime: Awakening to the Divinity of Trauma




“In the contemporary Western world, where there are extremely few traditional shamans, there is a great need for individuals to develop spiritual techniques that not only maintain our own spiritual hygiene, but also heal and guide our souls to higher purpose. Drawing from his own practices, Langston Kahn has compiled a comprehensive methodology, honoring techniques from various Indigenous communities around the world, which help to uncover and heal generational and childhood trauma through transformation. These processes have become ever more critical as modern societies become more materialist and neglectful of our relationship with the land, our ancestors, and the spirit world overall. I commend Langston for translating his own experiences and life stories into a roadmap that helps to not only liberate our own individual souls from the traumas that hold us hostage, but also to mend the balance we have with our communities and spirits.”

—David Shi, author of North Asian Magic: Spellcraft from Manchuria, Mongolia, and Siberia




“As an enrolled Cherokee, longtime shaman, and medicine teacher in the Lakota tradition, I found Kahn’s approach very interesting: different, but of the same essence. I have never read a book dealing with anything shamanistic that approaches the depth here. Deep Liberation is beautifully written and researched. Kahn thoroughly knows the field. Each teaching is followed by an exercise so that the reader can integrate and use the information. This is an important text for seekers who want to develop their innate shamanic abilities to free their past, present, and future lives.”

—Grandfather Duncan Sings-Alone, author of Sprinting Backwards to God




“Deep Liberation is a deeply humble, bold, and grounded approach to liberation work through shamanic practice that, perhaps most refreshingly, is treated as central rather than periphery to aligned being. Under the crush of a global sociopolitical reckoning—and against the backdrop of a growing capital-infused trauma industry with little regard for cultural and racial histories and Indigenous practices—Langston Kahn locates the importance of psychic and material ancestrality in the service of collective healing and, ultimately, communal liberation. This book is a must-read for anyone interested in the depth of a guided nonlinear healing process with deference to textured identity and kin.”

—Lara Sheehi, PsyD, faculty at the George Washington University Professional Psychology Program




“A powerful manual that embraces the head, heart, and body. Kahn knows what he’s talking about— in the context of history, but more importantly in the context of the experience, embodying the realization and not simply the knowledge. Deep Liberation gives clear tools for those seeking liberation in the context of modern shamanism.” 

—Christopher Penczak, author of Buddha, Christ, Merlin and The Inner Temple of Witchcraft




“This is a powerful and deeply needed book right now. Deep Liberation isn’t just another self-care book; it gives people actionable steps to better care for themselves, not just as a single, atomized unit, but as a spiritual member of a community. We need more books like this.”

—Sarah Lyons, author of Revolutionary Witchcraft: A Guide to Magical Activism
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For the ancestors who dreamt of a future with you in it

For the descendants who remember how we turned this story around
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Foreword

I am delighted to write this foreword, not only because Langston Kahn has been a student, leader, colleague, and teacher in my community for over a decade, but also because I believe that the Deep Liberation Process offered in this book is essential to add to our skills as conscious, rational, feeling people. We need it to find the sweet spot between transformational personal work and effective systemic change that will give our actions traction in the world. And we need action to create a just, sustainable, truly new social system.

As a child of the 60s, I watched movements rise and fall, too young to participate yet old enough to feel the imprint on my body. I remember, precisely, the day and the street corner on which I first saw a homeless veteran. I remember asking my father why this man was standing there, why he didn’t have a home, why he didn’t have help, and I remember my inability to process the answers. That was the first day I remember the world breaking my heart. By the age of 12, I was a highly functioning depressed child who knew that my only way out of my beautiful, sexist, and racist town was with my mind, and that was the one thing I wasn’t supposed to use. I was supposed to want to stay home, get married, and have children. I had teachers tell me I was a whore for wanting anything else. Yes, I wanted out of the town, but I really wanted to fix my heartbreak. To do that, I had to help fix what was clearly broken in my world.  

The Deep Liberation Process is a teaching of The Cycle of Transformation, a five-year training in a lineage that arose out of my initiation into and subsequent experiences with building a shamanic healing practice. This is a lineage that is centered in meeting the brokenness of our time and helping humanity, in all of its diversity, step into emotional maturity and true spiritual adulthood.

I had been waiting decades for a student to really devote themselves to this lineage. From the beginning of his journey, Langston allowed the Cycle Teachings to transform him and awaken his relationship with his authentic self, the energy of his purpose, and his intimacy with the spirit world. As he deepened his experience in other teachings over the years, he continued to weave it all back into the Cycle Teachings, as well as his leadership of the community, and he became one of the first two teachers in this lineage after myself. 

At the same time, Langston was watching his peers—so wounded and so completely without tools to acknowledge or address those wounds—create a culture that is unsustainable. People were desperately making up rules to help navigate around the landmines of each other’s trauma in a way that prevented any real intimacy or community from forming or being sustained.

He asked for my permission to start teaching the Deep Liberation Process to friends outside of the community. He saw how these tools could help his peers find strength in their triggers rather than simply reacting to them and becoming brittle, guarded, and heart-scarred.

No matter the generation, no matter the wounding, it takes practice for humans to learn to respond in the moment instead of reacting.

The issue with reactions is that they are shaped by our past experience. In the moment of reaction, we are no longer in reality. We are instead in our projection of the past onto the present moment—and we are alone there. We have disconnected from reality, making it impossible to create change. 

It takes skilled effort to choose to be in reality and respond to it. And reality is the only place our efforts can make real change happen. We must learn to purge the old beliefs and fears we have internalized from past trauma to fully access our power in the present moment. This is the Deep Liberation shared in this book. It is the ability to free yourself from your past, personal and collective, to choose to live in reality, to connect, and to effect change.

Core to the structure of any truly new social, economic, and environmental system is the understanding that the individual and the collective are not separate. We know this from the wisdom of the pre-colonialization—first peoples around the globe who lived sustainably in their home environments. And, we know this from the science that explains the unique fragility and wonder of the Earth ecosystem: how it works, where it came from, and what we humans are as part of life on Earth.

Everything is connected. Everything affects everything exponentially. Just look at the COVID-19 pandemic and our collective actions needed to curb the spread of the virus. Ours is a time when Black people are killed for no reason by those sworn to protect them, brown children are torn from loving parents and caged, and the expression of our sexual, gender, and procreative nature is policed and repressed. And wise and caring people who are deeply committed to the sustained effort of change say things like, “Personal work isn’t for me, I’m interested in the bigger picture. How can I influence the broader patterns?” It is precisely this idea, that we can have one without the other, that assures our failure to create real and lasting change.

To create lasting change in a truly new system, we need a new skillset. Let me use myself as an example. This skillset allows me, a white-presenting woman, to experience my internalized abuses of power, curb my natural human defensiveness, and stay engaged. It allows me to open my heart into the intense emotions when I want to close and defend. It allows me to be in the mess and be the eye of the storm. As my worst is being exposed, I am able to move into my best self. This is a counterintuitive, freestyle internal action of abandoning the old thinking, moving in the crazy logic of the moment, and allowing a path of healing for all—not just me—to emerge.

We cannot achieve real, collective change without doing the personal work necessary to shift our individual levels of thinking and feeling. Personal work allows us to become the people who can innovate new systems. Lasting change happens when we intentionally move the results of the personal out into the collective. We know we are successful when we find ourselves choosing to be different parents, lovers, makers, leaders, and receivers.

We have to make these choices together. Yet that’s the piece we don’t do well—communicate honestly and deeply in nonhierarchical relationships.

But how else will we create the world we dream of? 

Deep Liberation is a coherent process for personal and collective liberation in which we can ground real, lasting change. 

I offer gratitude to the elders of this process: Eugene Gendlin, Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, Arnold Mindell, and Phyllis Pay in particular. My work, as well as Langston’s, has been to place their teachings into the cosmology of The Cycle of Transformation, where they can interface with the wisdom of the mind, heart, and body in the service of a restorative spiritual practice. This marriage gives our personal work a purpose that is always larger than ourselves.

The movement of activism from our minds into our hearts and bodies is the essential work of our time. I stand humbly in gratitude for the work of the many brother/sister people, organizations, and movements—largely those of BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) and other intersectional communities—who are dedicated to bringing necessary emergent strategies into our efforts to create a new world.

There is a hidden implication that the insight and awareness that we gain in process is enough, and that being in process is innately valuable, which may be true on one level, but does not necessarily change our actions in the world. Rather than falling in love with process for the sake of process, we must make sure the process has a purpose beyond itself. 

It is so deeply important that we learn the Deep Liberation Process and begin to use these skills together, now, to co-create a way forward into a future that is just, sustainable, respectful of all beings—human and nonhuman—and worthy of celebration. 

Without doing this work, we become the ancestors who wandered lost in ineffective spirituality, blind to the injustice around us, and foolish enough to fail to read the climate change warnings on the wall. Engaging together in the Deep Liberation Process, we can become ancestors of legend who navigate the way, bring forth radical innovation, and animate the teaching stories for our descendants—descendants honored to call us ancestors.

Christina Lee Pratt 

Cocreator of Last Mask Center and The Cycle Teachings

Author of An Encyclopedia of Shamanism

Portland, Oregon, 2020




Introduction: Stories and the End of the World


Potential revolutionaries can only become true revolutionaries if they take the side of those who believe that humanity can be transformed.

—Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution



I write to you with great tenderness in my heart and also uncertainty. I want to ask you to do something that requires great courage, but before I can do that, I want you to understand why I’m asking.

I don’t want to bore you with listing the crises that the world faces in an attempt to shame or terrify you into taking action. Given the state of the world right now, the list would be outdated before this book ever made its way to you. More importantly, I know that when my actions are motivated by shame or fear, I tend to do just enough to feel better before I move on with my life. And “just enough” will never be sufficient to create true transformation. But I do want to paint a picture of our world today.

Even the word crisis seems false or at least inadequate for describing the challenges humanity is facing. A crisis implies a temporary problem that urgent action by powerful people can avert or fix.

During the financial collapse of 2008, I remember seeing members of Congress on TV proudly declaring, “We’ve stayed up all night and have come up with a solution.” I remember laughing in disbelief. My government was addressing the deeply rooted, complex issues that led to one of the most immense financial catastrophes since the Great Depression the way I might address a paper I had avoided writing all semester until the night before it was due. The solution derived from that brief performative action led to the Great Recession.

Now, we’re watching the Band-Aids placed on the oppressive systems of inequality made visible in 2008 fall away to reveal still-festering wounds. The Great Recession led to a further erasure of the middle class, an uptick in suicide rates, and an increase in wealth for the banks, corporations, insurance companies, and hedge funds that created the problem in the first place. 

But these catastrophes also revealed a pivot point for our culture. One fork in the road leads to us fighting our way back to the old normal, the status quo that will lead to even greater levels of inequality, oppression, and harm to our environment. The other path involves us working together to put the resources we have toward creating systemic change, for ourselves, for others, for the planet, and for life.

I don’t want to paint the time we are in as a crisis that can be fixed by pulling an all-nighter. Nor do I want to present this time through the narrow lens of hope that ignores the dire nature of the mess we are in.

Instead, I want to talk about this time as the end of a world.

I say a world rather than the world because, according to the majority of Indigenous peoples’ oral histories that have been passed on for thousands of years, oral histories that have, in some cases, been corroborated by scientific records, the world has ended many times before. For example, the Hopi, Aztec, and Navajo all share stories that describe humanity evolving through a series of endings and beginnings of worlds resulting in us being in the Fifth World now.1 Additionally, many Aboriginal people’s stories of ends of worlds, such as the Luritja people’s legends of “a fire devil coming down from the Sun, crashing into Earth00 and killing everything in the vicinity” have been confirmed to reference a landing of a meteor in Australia’s Central Desert about 4,700 years ago.2 Similarly, the Gunditjmara people’s stories of a gigantic wave coming far inland and “killing everybody except those who were up on mountaintops” have also tentatively been confirmed by scientist’s findings of ocean sediment inland.3

After the world ends, the human experiment begins again with those who survive and in the space between worlds, the birth of the new world is shaped by the stories the surviving humans choose to bring with them. What is required in the space between worlds is that we carefully tend both the personal and collective stories we carry with us, because they will manifest through our actions to shape the new landscape as it emerges. In other words, we are ultimately responsible for determining what we bring with us from the old world to shape the new one and what we allow to die and be left behind for good. 

But stories are tricky things. If we simply ignore a harmful story, rather than weave a new story to replace it, it continues to shape our lives and exert power. For example, we might carry a personal story about the parent who told us to quiet down every time we sang. As a result, perhaps we stop singing because we believe our voice is unpleasant. Simple enough—we move on with our lives, pursue new things. However, the voice of that parent lives inside us in our own relentless self-criticism. If we simply focus on moving forward, cutting off the part of ourselves that ever wanted to sing to avoid the pain of that initial scolding, we re-create that same story in our adult lives over and over. Perhaps, even though we are good parents, we raise children in a household devoid of music, or assume that our children probably can’t sing well either. We perpetuate that story without even knowing it. Our personal trauma becomes a generational curse.

We also see this avoidance of rewriting harmful stories on a collective level. With the rise of white supremacy and Nazism, for example, we see stories of our time that were never fully addressed at their root; they were just shoved down by force and reborn in new forms. Until we are willing to move into the roots of the toxicity and collective heartbreak that allows these stories to persist, and until we locate where we carry aspects of those stories within ourselves, these ideologies will continue to find new, insidious ways of gaining power in our culture.

In this book, I’m going to share with you how we can become the people who use our lives to write these new stories for humanity, liberating ourselves, our communities, and our planet from the stories that have failed us.

The Great Dreaming

I want to start with a system of belief held by one of the oldest surviving peoples in the world, who are likely some of the ancestors of us all—the Aboriginal peoples of Australia.

When I try to write about The Great Dreaming, I often stop and start; I get tangled up in the task of trying to put words to something that, in a sense, all words and constructs of the mind fail to capture completely. In the face of the depth, immensity, beauty, complexity, simplicity, timelessness, and timefullness of The Dreaming . . . words are inadequate.

Western anthropologists’ obsession with the Aboriginal concept of The Dreaming and their subsequent misinterpretations and misunderstandings have led Aboriginal peoples to attempt to put English words to this mystery in the hopes of avoiding further abuse of the term.

Some Aboriginal words for the The Dreaming are tjurkurrpa, altjering, angarangani, ungud, wongar, and bugari (with no spelling orthodoxy due to aboriginal languages being orally transmitted).4

Although agreed upon as a way non-Aboriginal peoples can engage the concept these words point to, the translation of these words, primarily by anthropologist W. H. Stanner, as The Dreaming remains inadequate to describe the entirety of the concept. But then, in my experience, that is true of many attempts to reduce complex spiritual realities to neatly dissected and abstracted concepts.

In this limited translation, The Dreaming in Aboriginal culture is


	A cosmological creation story of the universe

	A blueprint for all of life—that is, an explanation, through story, of how the land and all of life was shaped and created and also of the relationships each aspect of the elements, land, animals, plants, and humans have to each other

	A set of rules or laws that encompasses social relationships, economics, religious activities, and art that defines the idea of living “in right relationship”



The rules or laws of The Dreaming are essentially guidelines for how to be a human being in a way that best serves life. It’s understood that without these practices, human beings tend to get lost. The Aboriginal view of time is nonlinear, which means The Dreaming is not something that happened once upon a time, but something that is happening all around us all the time. It’s the reality operating beneath the surface that is dictating what happens in the reality we perceive every day.

Within The Dreaming, each human being has their own dream they are responsible for tending, as well as dreams related to their family, their community, and the land they live on. 

This book explores what it means for each of us to reconnect to The Dreaming by connecting to our own personal dream—the purpose or vision we came to this planet to manifest—in order to better serve all of life.

A Piece of My Story

Although I didn’t have words to describe it at the time, growing up, I remember acutely feeling the gap growing between my own personal dreaming and an authentic embodied self that could engage with it and manifest it.

My parents were often stressed out, both working multiple jobs, struggling with the cost of living, and raising two children and, as a result, they often got into screaming matches with each other. My dad, struggling with alcoholism at the time, would fly into rages unexpectedly, chasing me and my sister, or smashing things. Our walls and doors were littered with the holes he punched in them.

I’m not trying to demonize my parents. They were—and are—incredibly loving, generous, deeply compassionate people with whom I have an intimate, nourishing relationship as an adult. And in many ways, they were ideal parents. What I’m emphasizing here are the pressures that an uninitiated adult experiences raising children in our dysfunctional contemporary culture. Given the lack of support they receive from relatives, elders, and the community, even the best parents usually harm their children in some way at the same time they are working so hard to provide tireless love and support.

One day, my father was in a rage. Usually when this happened, and I was the target, I would run away as fast as I could and slam the door. Later on in the night, he would come back and apologize to me.

For whatever reason, that night I decided I wasn’t going to run anymore. Furious and defiant, I turned around to face him, and he slapped me across the face. I crumpled and started crying.

This was the first—and last—time my father ever hit me, and it surprised both of us.

Looking back at that moment, I realize all seven-year-old Langston registered was that he had expressed his anger and it had resulted in the ultimate betrayal by the man who was supposed to protect him. That boy decided anger and rage were not safe and shoved them down deep inside himself.

It probably wasn’t quite as distinct a moment in time as I’m telling it now. It was likely a gradual choice that I made over days or weeks, a slow marginalizing of my anger, expressing it less and less until I dissociated entirely from that part of me that could feel or express anger. That choice deeply affected my life.

By the end of that year, it was hard to ever spot me without a smile on my face. If I was angry or terrified, my smile would just get bigger. All the rage stayed inside. I learned to conceal my emotional intensity from others in order to feel safe, and eventually, I concealed it even from myself.

I lived more and more in my head, less and less in the world. I would carry around at least three books everywhere I went, just in case I finished the first two earlier in the day. I had always been deeply empathic. My preschool teacher wrote a note to my parents once, detailing how I would watch a group carefully before joining, and then, when I was ready, I’d insert myself seamlessly, as if I’d always been there. But my empathy eventually became hypervigilance; I began carefully adapting my behavior to fit in with others. I was a pretty unapologetically weird kid. I didn’t like sports. I loved playing imaginary games. I would spend hours playing alone in the woods or occasionally with neighbors. To avoid engaging in conflict or anger, I retreated more and more.

Although I was extremely sensitive to the feelings of others, I didn’t feel I could access my own emotions in real time. It was as if I could only engage with them after an experience was finished, or alone at night before I went to sleep. Then the emotions would overwhelm me all at once and I would start sobbing uncontrollably. This was always a relief, like a storm breaking and an internal weight lifting. Only in time, even these moments became rarer and rarer. The temporary breaks in the dam between myself and my emotions became harder and harder to access.

This deep wound was compounded with many others over the years and became normalized. Became who I was. What’s funny is that to most people, there’s nothing wrong with smiling and nothing wrong with never getting angry. Much of contemporary culture rewards us for being emotionally restrained, or constantly putting others’ needs before our own. In fact, I was mostly seen as extraordinarily mature.

Fundamentally, trauma involves a type of desensitization. By trauma, I am referring to acute biographical trauma, such as that which a victim of physical abuse or a soldier dealing with PTSD suffers; the atmospheric trauma we all live with due to the nature of capitalism and colonization; and also smaller yet still impactful moments in which we learned to repress our authenticity to survive.

I don’t share the story of my childhood with my father as an example of some exceptionally horrific tragedy, but rather as a somewhat commonplace interaction between a parent and a child that ultimately created deep wounding. We all have similar moments in our past, and many of us (including myself) have much darker moments as well. Without tools to explore and transform the choices we make in these moments to survive, most of us wind up walking around with the emotional bodies of young children.

The traumas I’ll talk about in this book include moments in which a parent harshly scolds a child and that child fears that if they don’t behave a certain way, love will be withdrawn; moments in which a friend betrays trust; and moments that, inflicted by a society that doesn’t understand how to nurture its young, create adults by shaping them as a sculpture of little scars, each adding a piece of identity until a functioning, but wounded, person is present. Trauma is a scarring over of your heart. It shrinks your world and your capacity to engage with it. It creates a hypersensitivity to your surroundings and the people you engage with that replaces your sensitivity to yourself and your connection to the world.

The simultaneous disconnecting and desensitizing quality of trauma is further exacerbated by our culture’s relentless focus on the positive, especially in New Age circles. Feeling and especially expressing emotions other than joy or an anesthetizing peace are often labeled in such circles as being negative or harmful. As the gap widens between our bodies and our inner experiences, we lose our ability to allow emotions to be expressed and released and to provide us with the valuable information about ourselves they’re meant to. And, of course, the less we allow ourselves to feel our anger, rage, jealousy, envy, sadness, grief, fear, and so on, the less we can access the true heights of joy or ecstasy. We lose the ability to be truly intimate or honest with ourselves and each other, and perhaps worst of all, with our lives. They begin to feel not quite our own.

Throughout my childhood, I continued to be drawn to those who were more sensitive, more imaginative, more artistic; those who were either uninterested or incapable of fitting in and just going with the narrative assigned to us by our culture; those who were often in the most mental and emotional pain.

When I saw that adults did not have answers for these young people, I became gradually more aware that all was not well. I had the uncanny feeling that I was living in a culture of traumatized children masquerading as adults. I desperately wanted to understand why the world felt so deeply out of balance.

As I grew older, I continued to ask this question and investigate it through philosophy, art, filmmaking, and different spiritual traditions. Although each of these avenues was deeply enriching in many ways, I still found myself unsatisfied with the answers. As a young adult, I found myself chronically ill with an autoimmune disease and multiple other painful health conditions, working at a job I hated, drowning in student loan debt, still confusing others’ emotions for my own, and vacillating from intense emotional pain to numbness. I decided it was time to invest in my own healing journey.

One bonus of the job I was in at the time was that it involved a lot of mind-numbingly boring data entry, and thus I had plenty of time to listen to podcasts. Through a series of coincidences, I began listening to the podcast Why Shamanism Now. Something awakened inside me as I heard someone finally echoing the questions I myself had and then providing answers that deeply resonated with me based on my experiences. I eventually decided to take the risk of booking a healing session with Christina Pratt, the shaman who hosted the podcast. During the course of a deep and poignant healing session, she diagnosed one primary issue at the root of all my problems: I had no boundaries.

Working hard to integrate my healing and realizing I needed more support, I decided to join the Cycle of Transformation, a four-year shamanic training program in the art of spiritual adulthood. It was the hardest, most joyful, and nourishing experience I have ever had in my life. Over those four years, I learned about the seven-year-old who had decided to smile rather than rage. I learned how this choice had shaped my school experience, my family life, my friendships. I learned to show up for the parts of me trapped in those past moments of pain, and I was tasked with learning to feel my emotions until I felt I would break. I developed an intimate relationship with the spirit world, rescued and transformed parts of myself that had been exiled to my shadow, engaged in wild elemental rituals, reconnected with my ancestors, and dismantled the false self I had created as a child to survive. My heart was cracked open again and again until I was able to tangibly feel the love that wanted to pour through me and was able to begin living my life knowing that this love was always there, holding me.

The Deep Liberation Process I share in this book is a foundational skillset for deep energetic clearing and reclaiming of wholeness and authenticity that emerged for me from the teachings of the Cycle of Transformation. Through this practice, I learned to bridge the gap between my emotions and my body’s expressed feelings, gaining the essential skills to work with my body and my life as a teacher. I learned that living an embodied, authentic life informed by the wisdom of my body, mind, heart, and spirit was not just an intellectual choice, but a muscle—essential to well-being—that I could strengthen.

As a result of this practice, I began to form a more trustworthy relationship with my sense of truth and my instincts. This is no small feat for a queer Black man in the US. With practice, I uprooted insidious narratives of internalized racism, misogyny, and homophobia within myself and reconnected ever more deeply with the truth, complexity, and unique beauty of my essence.

I know well the crushing pain of navigating life without the tools to interpret the lessons your soul seems to be shouting at you. And I know how frustrating it is to be doing an immense amount of work to change and transform, only to find yourself stuck back in the same pattern, or exhausted from all the energy you are putting into trying to make new choices.

I want to help you cultivate the tools you need to free yourself to richly engage life as a teacher, and to transmute what is most uncomfortable, unsatisfying, or painful in your life into a medicine for our time.

Where Do These Teachings Come From?

I am not writing from a proverbial mountaintop where I have finished my journey and have retired to dispense sage wisdom to the unfortunate masses still stuck in the cycle of suffering. I am in the beautiful human mess of being incarnate on this planet, just like you, and I am learning new things about how to do that in a better way every day. I believe we only stop experiencing moments of discomfort or being given new lessons to learn when we are dead. 

The wisdom in this book has only been possible because of the work of countless others within this tradition before me—they took risks, leapt into the unknown, and carefully kept note of what works. I write in service to these teachings, working to share with you the wisdom that they have gifted to me, as I have strived to live them.

The teachings in this book arise from my experience engaging the Cycle of Transformation, led by Christina Pratt, as a student, healer, and teacher over the past decade. These teachings are also informed by my experience with Indigenous traditions and traditions of the African diaspora, my work with Inner Relationship Focusing as developed by Ann Weiser Cornell and taught to me by my mother, Jocelyn Kahn, and my experience working with hundreds of clients and students as a teacher and shamanic practitioner.

The Cycle of Transformation (or the Cycle Teachings) is an oral tradition arising out of Christina Pratt’s classical shamanic initiation that she navigated without a community container as a contemporary Western person. The tradition addresses the unique needs of contemporary people living in broken cultures to learn to come back into right relationship with their own unique purpose and authenticity, with their family and community, and with nature and the spirit world, all without appropriating Indigenous traditions. By right relationship, I mean a relationship that honors The Dreaming and all of life.

The tradition is especially a blessing for people like myself, people from marginalized communities who are often dislocated from aspects of their cultural foundations and who are struggling to crawl out from under the weight of generations of trauma. So many of us today, marginalized or not, are unmoored from the cultural foundations of our ancestors and disconnected from the land we live on. These teachings are designed to provide us with tangible tools we can use to reweave a foundation of wholeness amidst a fractured world.

Shamanism has always been dialectical. It responds and adapts to the needs of its time, as do skillful shamans. Shamans are not just people who know sacred traditions by rote, though that is important as well. Shamans are people who understand the function of each aspect of their tradition. They can engage their tools creatively to meet the unique challenges and collective sickness of the time they are in.5

Within this book, I use the word shamanism as a cross-cultural term to describe the common activities and experiences that link shamans, shamanic peoples, and their shared experiences of the world.

The word shamanism may be derived from the Manchu-Tungus word saman, believed to mean “one who is excited, moved, raised,”6 or is perhaps related to the Tungus verb meaning “to know.” In the second half of the seventeenth century, Russian explorers and conquerors of Eastern Siberia first recorded the term. In 1951, Romanian scholar Mircea Eliade argued for the term to be applied cross-culturally in his book Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy.

There is plenty that can be criticized about Eliade’s work, yet it was an integral publication. At the time, many scholars and anthropologists looked at people who embodied the role of shaman and saw them as mentally ill at best, and fraudulent hucksters preying on the superstitions of the ignorant at worst. Eliade spent his significant academic capital to prove that a specific spiritual and community role similar to the role of the Tungus shamans appears in many Indigenous cultures around the world. His research helped Western academics, and ultimately Western culture, begin to view those embodying this role and their cultural beliefs as worthy of study and respect.

Eliade’s book was published in English in 1964, and for better or worse, it led to the birth of many contemporary shamanisms in the United States. This book even led to some traditional peoples adopting the word, rather than using their native language to describe a similar role. As the word became more and more marketable, it began to be appropriated and applied to things that have very little to do with the practice of shamanism, such as shamanic tea, shamanic reiki, or shamanic yoga.

People sometimes ask why I use the term shamanism
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