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      “Rare ancient wisdom desperately needed in today’s world.”

      ROBBIE HOLZ, COAUTHOR OF
SECRETS OF ABORIGINAL HEALING 
AND 

AUTHOR OF ABORIGINAL SECRETS OF AWAKENING

      “First and foremost, Bradford Keeney has danced with the San (Bushmen) and met them at a kinesthetic level of understanding that is unparalleled in previous anthropological research. Having met the elder healers on their own terms, Brad developed a deep relationship that brought a new voice and insight to the representation and interpretation of their healing dance. Hillary and Brad have a very special physical and academic skillset and an exceptional dedication to research. This book reveals new depths in the beliefs and practices of San (Bushman) healing that will hopefully be as valuable for the San (Bushmen) as a record and guide in a fast-changing world as it is for the wider world to appreciate these extraordinary people.”

      CHRIS LOW, ANTHROPOLOGIST AND PHYSICIAN,

AFRICAN STUDIES CENTRE, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD

      “Other anthropologists had not succeeded in pushing through to the deep experience that is the key to Bushman spirituality. With Brad Keeney’s acceptance as a healer, hithero closed doors began to open. This work describes in previously unavailable detail how the Bushmen learn the techniques of transition and transformation, how they journey to the spirit realm, and how they climb the ropes of God. As we read the words of these Bushman elders, we can almost feel what it must be like to undertake such journeys.”

      DAVID LEWIS-WILLIAMS, PH.D., FOUNDER OF

THE ROCK ART RESEARCH INSTITUTE,

UNIVERSITY OF WITWATERSRAND,

JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA,

AND AUTHOR OF DECIPHERING ANCIENT MINDS

      “Bradford and Hillary Keeney have broken through the dusty curtain that often separates anthropologists from the people whose beliefs and practices they want to understand. Instead of writing exclusively about their own impressions, they foreground the teachings of Ju|’hoan Bushman elders from northeastern Namibia. Their parallel commentary shows how a form of circular interaction and change-oriented activities have kept the ancient religion and its practitioners alive and successful despite major social upheaval in their community over the past century or more. It is a poignant reminder that the opportunity to share the experiences described with rare insight in this ‘bible’ may never arise in the same way again.”

      JANETTE DEACON, PH.D., ARCHAEOLOGIST

AND AUTHORITY ON BUSHMAN ROCK ART

    

  
    
      CONTENTS

      
        	
          Cover Image
        

        	
          Title Page
        

        	
          Epigraph
        

        	
          Pronunciation Guide
        

        	
          Editors’ Preface: Entering the World of the Ju|’hoansi
        

        	
          Introduction: We Invite You to Dance with God: A Welcome from the Ju|’hoan Bushman Elders
        

        	
          PART ONE: Core Teachings
          
            	
              Chapter 1: God’s Divine Egg
            

            	
              Chapter 2: Getting Cooked by God
            

            	
              Chapter 3: Receiving N|om
            

            	
              Chapter 4: The Stations of N|om
            

            	
              Chapter 5: Ropes to God
            

            	
              Chapter 6: Transmitting N|om
            

            	
              Chapter 7: Bushman Healers and Healing
            

            	
              Chapter 8: N!o’an-ka|’ae: The Changing
            

            	
              Chapter 9: First and Second Creation
            

            	
              Chapter 10: Meeting the Ancestors
            

            	
              Chapter 11: Kabis and the Classrooms
            

            	
              Chapter 12: All of Creation Dances
            

            	
              Chapter 13: N|om Songs
            

            	
              Chapter 14: The Heart of the Spears
            

            	
              Chapter 15: The Old Ways
            

            	
              Chapter 16: The Ideal Bushman Life
            

            	
              Chapter 17: Everyone Is Invited to Dance with God
            

          

        

        	
          PART TWO: The Elders Speak: Remembrances
          
            	
              Chapter 18: N!ae G≠kau
            

            	
              Chapter 19: N!ae Kxao
            

            	
              Chapter 20: Ti!’ae ≠Oma
            

            	
              Chapter 21: |Ui N!a’an
            

            	
              Chapter 22: ≠Oma Dahm
            

            	
              Chapter 23: G|aq’o Kaqece
            

            	
              Chapter 24: N!ani G|aq’o
            

            	
              Chapter 25: Tci!xo !Ui
            

            	
              Chapter 26: Kaqece |Kaece
            

            	
              Chapter 27: |Ui Debe
            

            	
              Chapter 28: Tcoq’a |Ui
            

            	
              Chapter 29: |Xoan |Kun
            

            	
              Chapter 30: |Kunta Boo
            

          

        

        	
          Appendix: Dictionary of the Ju|’hoan Religion: Words Used by the N|om-kxaosi
        

        	
          Footnotes
        

        	
          Bibliography
        

        	
          About the Authors
        

        	
          About Inner Traditions • Bear & Company
        

        	
          Books of Related Interest
        

        	
          Copyright & Permissions
        

        	
          Index
        

      

    
  
    
      
        PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
      

      Throughout this book you will notice unusual punctuation marks in words from the Ju|’hoan language of the Kalahari Bushmen. These marks are symbols for the four distinct click sounds and the glottal stop used in this language. According to anthropologist and linguist Megan Biesele, they are pronounced as follows:

      | is a dental click that sounds like tsk, tsk and is made by putting the tongue behind the teeth.

      ≠ is an alveolar click, a soft pop made by putting the tongue behind the ridge that is located behind the front teeth.

      ! is an alveolar-palatal click, a sharp pop made by drawing the tongue down quickly from the roof of the mouth.

      || is a lateral click, a clucking sound similar to that made by the English when they urge on a horse.

      ’ Is a glottal stop, as in the Cockney English pronunciation of
bottle.

      This book also has a “Dictionary of the Ju|’hoan Religion” by Beesa Boo and Bradford Keeney that contains definitions and pronunciations of words used by the n|om-kxaosi. Readers can go to

      
        
          www.keeneyinstitute.org/judictionary.php
        
      

      to hear an audio recording of Beesa Boo pronouncing these words.

    

  
    
      EDITORS’ PREFACE

      ENTERING THE WORLD
OF THE JU|’HOANSI

      Way of the Bushman presents the spiritual teachings and practices of the Ju|’hoan Bushmen (or San) of southern Africa. Theirs is a radically ecstatic way of healing, shamanism, and spirituality that dances with the divine. Relying less on belief than on felt experience, the Bushman way is more concerned with being moved by a mysterious, vibratory life force the Bushmen call n|om. Their experiences with n|om and the ecstatic transformations it brings forth are awakened and nurtured by an emotionally close relationship with the Sky God of creation.*1 The Bushman healer and shaman, called a n|om-kxao, is a hunter and gatherer of n|om, using it to infuse revitalized life into the everyday. Welcome to the sacred ecstatic way of the Bushman!

      This spiritual text is a testament to what may be the earliest form of healing and spirituality. Geneticists and anthropologists have gathered scientific evidence suggesting that the Bushmen of southern Africa comprise the oldest living culture. According to a ten-year research study published in the journal Science (Tishkoff 2009), the Bushmen have the most genetic diversity in their DNA, establishing them as the people most closely associated with the birth of humanity. This study identifies the Bushmen as directly descended from the original population of early human ancestors who gave rise to all the people who left the continent to populate other parts of the world (Connor 2009). Professor Sarah Tishkoff, a molecular biologist at the University of Pennsylvania, metaphorically suggests that the Bushmen’s homeland may be considered the “garden of Eden” where human beings began and that they are the closest people to humanity’s biblical progenitors, Adam and Eve.

      Other African groups that have a “click” language also have the most genetic diversity in their DNA and genetically are the closest people to the Bushmen, enabling scholars to additionally conclude that the “click” language of the Bushmen is the earliest form of language. With this growing body of evidence indicating that our original ancestry traces back to these former hunter-gatherers, it is important to take another look at Bushman culture, for it holds the beginnings not only of human language but also the earliest ways and means of other important kinds of human expression—from art to dance, music, and religion. The Bushman way brings ancient wisdom and ecstatic spiritual know-how to modern times.

      The world’s first library does not hold books; it holds drawings painted on stone. In southern Africa we find renderings of healing ceremonies and shamanic experience that resemble those taking place today among the Ju|’hoansi. Way of the Bushman finally offers these spiritual teachings and healing practices as articulated by the elders themselves. This work is a contribution to the history of religion, anthropology, the healing professions, and all spiritual seekers in search of ancient understanding and transformative practice.

      The Bushman elders want the world to know, as fully and accurately as possible, their spiritual and healing ways. In the 1870s Wilhelm Bleek, Lucy Lloyd, and Dorothea Bleek accumulated nearly twelve thousand pages of |Xam Bushman interviews conducted in Cape Town, South Africa. David Lewis-Williams, a distinguished rock art scientist, calls these transcriptions the “Old Testament” of Bushman religion, whereas the later insights coming from anthropological work with the Kalahari Bushmen in Namibia and Botswana offer the beginning of a “New Testament” that “fulfills the Old,” as Lewis-Williams put it (Keeney 2003b, 164).

      The decades of anthropological study and reporting of Bushman life among the Ju|’hoansi and other Bushman groups included the work of the Laurence Marshall family starting in the late 1950s. Members of the Marshall Expeditions (also called the Peabody-Harvard Smithsonian Kalahari Expeditions) included Laurence Marshall, Lorna Marshall, John Marshall, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, Nicholas England, and Robert Gordon. This work was followed by the Harvard Kalahari Research Group (HKRG), whose members included Irven DeVore, Richard Lee, Nicholas Jones, Megan Biesele, Marjorie Shostak, and psychologist Richard Katz (who visited from September–November 1968); the University of New Mexico Kalahari Project, whose members included Robert Hitchcock, Elizabeth Cashdan, Melinda Kelly, and Patricia Draper; and various Japanese researchers, including Jiro Tanaka, Masakazu Osaka, Kazuyoshi Sugawara, and Akira Takada. In addition, other studies were conducted by researchers from around the world, including the recent work by Chris Low, an academic anthropologist and physician from Oxford University. Many anthropologists came and established a body of work that included a depiction of what outside investigators thought was the basic nature of Bushman healing and religion.

      What the anthropologists and other visiting scholars did not know, however, is that the Bushmen adjust how they talk about their sacred way to the uninitiated. This calibration of conversation is not due to secrecy but because their religion is held not primarily in words but in familiarity with n|om, the non-subtle kind of spiritual electricity that is at the heart of Bushman healing and spirituality. With n|om flowing inside the Bushman’s shaking and trembling body, all manner of spontaneous, difficult to explain, and seemingly impossible spiritual experiences arise. As a result of the anthropologists’ blind spots to experiencing n|om, what the Bushman elders told the anthropologists was comparable to what they would say to a Bushman child or adolescent who has yet to directly experience the transformative charge of n|om.

      Sometimes this talk was more teasing and playful, and it often confused scholars, leading them to believe that Bushman religion and ceremonial performances emphasized ambiguity and contradiction. Even the contested specification of their general name (“Are they Bushmen or San?”*2) hints that any discussion about the way their experiential world is named, interpreted, and understood must be regarded with caution and uncertainty. Attention to the ambiguities in Bushman accounts of their religious life may lead one to dismiss how the Bushmen give importance to a shifting way of experientially being in the world and how this changing dynamic provides an overarching perspective that helps illumine the Bushman way. The “multifarious, inchoate, and amorphous . . . confusing tangle of ideas and beliefs, marked by contradictions, inconsistencies, vagueness, and lack of culture-wide standardization” (Guenther 1999, 126) can be regarded as the way Bushmen value experience that constantly shape-shifts, doing so in a unique experiential realm that ceremonial performance aims to access.

      Many scholars have accepted Richard Katz’s work on Bushman healing, Boiling Energy, as an accurate and credible account. However, all of the Bushman n|om-kxaosi, or traditional healers, we have worked with expressed serious concern about Katz’s ideas, finding they frequently misrepresent and inappropriately explain their healing and spiritual practices. For example, Katz surprisingly did not give primary importance to the love Bushmen have for the Sky God, which is at the core of Bushman spirituality. Most of Katz’s accounts represent the kind of information healers give to adolescents when elders tease them or feel that they are not ready to hear about the truth of their ecstatic healing and spirituality. Unfortunately, the popularity of Katz’s book has perpetuated misconceptions about Bushman culture, often repeated by other anthropologists who uncritically accept his work. It is better to see Katz’s work as an example of the way Bushmen talk to adolescents or uninitiated outsiders.*3 Seen this way, it is a valuable contribution to understanding the different manners in which Bushmen discuss their spirituality and healing, depending on the audience.

      Several researchers have reported their unsuccessful efforts to experience n|om, especially Katz (1982), who also described how the Bushmen teased him about his constant request to receive it. This has inadvertently led to Bushman spirituality being further distanced from our understanding and accessibility. Some of the Bushman elders remember how anthropologists and outsiders to n|om tried to experience n|om and that one effort alone was enough for most of them to feel so disoriented, out of control, anxious, and frightened that they never tried again. This is the same experience that all Bushmen have in the beginning, and it makes them initially see n|om as dangerous and scary. Only the mature n|om-kxaosi learn how to have a feeling for n|om, relishing the ecstatic joy it delivers as the most important experience in their life and one to invite again and again.

      Bradford Keeney engaged in a different kind of relationship with the Bushmen, for he was regarded as a n|om-kxao by elders throughout Botswana and Namibia. He participated in Bushman ceremonies for more than two decades and was accepted as a “heart of the spears,” someone who has mastered the Bushman healing and spiritual way. David Lewis-Williams, founder of the Rock Art Research Institute, University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, described Brad Keeney’s unique role as follows:

      After many astounding experiences, the Bushmen accepted Keeney as a “doctor,” a n|om-kxao, one who is believed to possess and control a supernatural essence or power that can be harnessed to heal people with physical and social ills. . . . Other anthropologists had attempted to become n|om-kxaosi, but they had not succeeded in pushing through to the deeply altered state of consciousness that is the key to Bushman spirituality. At once, hitherto closed doors began to open. Keeney’s work describes in previously unavailable detail how the Bushmen learn the techniques of transition and transformation, how they journey to the spirit realm and how they climb the ropes or threads of God. As we read the words of these Bushman elders, we can almost feel what it must be like to undertake such journeys of the mind. (Keeney 2003b, 161)

      With Brad’s insider status as a member of the Bushman healing and spiritual community, he also served as a Senior Research Fellow at the Rock Art Research Institute in Johannesburg, where he would present his findings to rock art scholars. He came to his fieldwork mentored by renowned anthropologist and interdisciplinary scholar Gregory Bateson, bringing a cybernetic way of seeing that was more interactional, circular, and systemic than the naive presumptions of objectivity held by social scientists and perpetuated by most anthropological and rock art investigators. As Brad’s work began to uncover previously unknown information about the Bushmen, he contacted anthropologist Megan Biesele, a former member of the Harvard Kalahari Research Group. She flew to Brad’s home to discuss his findings and was startled to hear reports about Bushman spiritual experience that had not been disclosed before. She later went back to the Kalahari and checked with the Bushman elders to see if these reports were accurate and to confirm whether Brad had actually entered the Bushman spiritual universe. She later reported:

      There is no question in the minds of the Bushman healers that Keeney’s strength and purposes are coterminous with theirs. I know this from talking myself with some of the Kalahari shamans who danced with him. They affirmed his power as a healer and their enjoyment of dancing with him. His work honors them by taking the details of their healing tradition in an effective way to a wider public, as they requested he do. (Keeney 2005, 183)

      
        INTRODUCING THE BUSHMAN ELDERS
      

      Brad interviewed many of the Bushman elders from Botswana and Namibia between 1991 and 2012.*4 Members and participants in the Keeney Bushman Expeditions in Botswana and Namibia included Bradford Keeney, Hillary Keeney, Beesa Boo, ≠Oma |Hun, Izak Barnard, Hans Vahrmeijer, Patrick Hill, Peter Johnson, Grant Lessard, Kern Nickerson, Frank Filipetti, Tony Labriola, Mark Kundla, Piri Miller, Benjamin Smith, David Lewis-Williams, Geoffrey Blundell, Jeremy Hollmann, Jeffrey Kottler, and Jon Carlson. The collected material from those expeditions has been edited and organized with Hillary Keeney, whom Bushman elders have also acknowledged as a n|om-kxao and able teacher of the Bushman way. Brad and Hillary were enthusiastically encouraged by the Bushman elders to present these teachings to a world audience, hoping that it would provide needed spiritual medicine for troubled times. They see outsiders as being in dire need of renewed n|om and believe that without it there is no hope for the kind of spiritually empowered wisdom that can save us from the continual breaking of the relational ropes that hold the world together.

      This text is limited to the teachings of the northern Bushmen, called Ju|’hoansi Bushmen, who largely reside in the northeastern part of Namibia. Note that the Bushmen who historically occupied the central Kalahari of Botswana, where Brad also frequently visited, have been at critical risk due to government action that threatens their way of living, while the southern Bushmen—including those who once occupied the cape of southern Africa, where Bleek did his interviews—are essentially extinct. Way of the Bushman presents the teaching of the Ju|’hoansi Bushmen located in the Nyae Nyae area of northeastern Namibia.

      For more than two decades this fieldwork focused on the healing and spiritual practices of both women and men Bushman n|om-kxaosi. Brad became a member of both the men and women’s healing ways and made the first film recording of a Bushman women’s healing dance. Keeney’s initial reports were published as first-person narratives (Keeney 1999; Keeney 2003b).

      One of the historically interesting primary informants in the present work is |Kunta Boo, an elder Ju|’hoan Bushman who lives on a farm near Tsumkwe in the Nyae Nyae area of Namibia. |Kunta has been involved with anthropologists since his youth. He was filmed in the 1950s by John Marshall in the first recording ever made of a Bushman healing dance (N|um Tchai: The Ceremonial Dance of the !Kung Bushmen, distributed by Documentary Educational Resources), in which he was shown being initiated as a young n|om-kxao. Later, he served as a primary informant for Megan Biesele—“the Bushman healer she had known and worked with the longest” (Biesele and Davis-Floyd 1996)—in her study of Ju|’hoan hunting (Biesele and Barclay 2001), healing (Biesele and Davis-Floyd 1996), and folktales (Biesele 1993).*5 |Kunta Boo is regarded as a strong n|om-kxao (traditional doctor) in his community, and he is renowned throughout the Nyae Nyae area as an extraordinary storyteller.

      In addition to |Kunta Boo, other Bushman elders of equal, if not greater, authority in their communities were interviewed. These elders include N!ae Kxao, Tcoq’a |Ui, N!ae G≠kau, Ti!’ae ≠Oma, |Kunta |Ai!ae, ≠Oma Dahm, |Ui N!a’an, Tci!xo !Ui, |Xoan |Kun, Kaqece |Kaece, |Ui Debe, N!ani G|aq’o, and G|aq’o Kaqece. N!ae Kxao is the wife of |Kunta Boo and a respected elder woman n|om-kxao in her community. She and |Kunta Boo were in their early seventies at the time of this publication.

      Of the men healers, the Bushmen generally believed that the strongest and wisest healers were ≠Oma Dahm, G|aq’o Kaqece, and |Kunta |Ai!ae, though they were not given much interview time by anthropologists, perhaps because they were less likely to speak about spiritual and healing matters. Scholars were especially attracted to |Kunta Boo because of his storytelling skills and the fact that he enjoys talking. |Kunta dances the giraffe, elephant, and g!oah dances; since many Bushmen do not approve of the elephant dance, their elders approached him with caution for fear that he might use the elephant dance against them and make them sick. Though we have no knowledge that he ever did this, the Bushmen were divided about their opinion of him. At the same time he is respected by all Bushmen as a great storyteller and valuable repository of Bushman stories and remembrances about their culture, healing, and spiritual ways. In the future |Kunta Boo will likely be regarded as important a figure in Bushman culture as Black Elk is to Lakota American Indian history.

      ≠Oma Dahm was deeply loved by all Bushmen and was one of the strongest healers of his time. He was as “soft,” “sharing,” and “strong in n|om” (all necessarily intertwined) as any Bushman n|om-kxao could ever become. In the more distant village of ||Nhoq’ma, G|aq’o Kaqece was the strongest local n|om-kxao and, like |Kunta Boo, he danced all the dances. In his village there was no fear of the elephant dance so the entire community trusted him to be their most important healer. He lived to be approximately eighty years old. Except for |Kunta Boo, all these men n|om-kxaosi have passed away; |Kunta Boo is still alive at the time of this writing (late 2014).

      The strongest women healers included Ti!’ae ≠Oma and N!ae G≠kau. Ti!’ae was so strong that many men healers were afraid to receive n|om from her. Her brother was N!xau ≠Toma, the actor who starred in the popular film The Gods Must Be Crazy. Ti!’ae shook stronger than most men and women. After Ti!’ae passed away in her seventies, N!ae G≠kau emerged as a strong healer after her husband, |Kunta |Ai!ae, passed away. He had been regarded by some as the strongest healer of his community.

      The other men and women healers who participated in these interviews are also strong and respected elders but are secondary in ability and knowledge to the principal n|om-kxaosi named here.

      In the first decade of Brad’s work with the Bushmen, he primarily danced and healed in the men’s way. Later, Brad became a part of the women’s way of healing, expressed in the g!oah dance; he found some of the women to be the strongest Bushman healers. This observation had not been reported by anthropologists, as they have tended to emphasize the men’s way of healing in their accounts. Brad became so close to his Bushman friends that a couple of villages asked him to live the rest of his life with them. Several of the Bushman women n|om-kxaosi, especially Ti!’ae ≠Oma, N!ae G≠kau, Tcoq’a |Ui, and |Xoan |Kun, were especially fond of shaking and sharing n|om with Brad. Some of the villagers gently teased them about spending so much time trembling and shaking together under a tree in the middle of the village and then dancing all night with the community.

      Brad came close to leaving his academic life and joining a village, but other duties and responsibilities called him back. The closeness he cultivated with Bushman elders gave him deeper access to the nature of the way they hold and express ecstatic healing and spirituality.

      In 2006, the findings of this long-term fieldwork, which spanned thirty-eight field trips, were reported to the surviving Bushman elders who had participated in the interviews. With translator Beesa Boo, the interviews were digitally recorded and archived. At that time, the Bushman interviewees and translators expressed concerns over the accuracy of the Ju|’hoan dictionary published by Patrick Dickens (1994). Important words concerning Bushman healing and religious practices were frequently misspelled and definitions were often incorrect. Perusal of the literature reporting studies of the Bushmen over the years not only demonstrates changing names for the groups studied but variations in the spelling of critical words as well. To address this concern, for the purposes of this project a dictionary was made of the words that Ju|’hoan Bushmen use in religious discourse. Beesa Boo, from Tsumkwe, Namibia, created a list of these words, pronouncing them in both the Ju|’hoan language and in English. He recorded their definitions in both languages and wrote them in his own handwriting. This dictionary was accepted and approved by our Bushman colleagues. The spellings we use here follow this dictionary and the dictionary itself is included as an appendix. Readers can go to our website to hear an audio recording of Beesa Boo pronouncing each word: 
www.keeneyinstitute.org/judictionary.php. 

      Even with this dictionary produced by native speakers, we acknowledge that ongoing research is necessary to advance the best spelling and definition(s) of Ju|’hoan words. Notable in this effort is the Ju|’hoan Transcription Group in the Nyae Nyae area of Namibia, initiated by Megan Biesele, which uses a group translation process to try to achieve conformity in word spellings. Beesa Boo, our translator, is a member of that group, and the Ju|’hoan words reported in this book have been checked by him prior to publication. We acknowledge that, like Bushman culture, these spellings may later change after further consideration by the present Ju|’hoan transcription group or transcription groups to come.

      In 2012, the initial draft of this work was articulated by Brad and Hillary Keeney to |Kunta Boo, his wife, and other elders, as another round of checking the accuracy of these reports and the way we expressed them. The Bushman elders gave full permission to publish this work and acknowledged that it is not an idiosyncratic perspective on Bushman ways but is representative of how Bushman spiritual and traditional teachings were portrayed by their parents, grandparents, and other elders they have closely known. These elders also requested that we add our own commentary that would help explain Bushman experience to outsiders. The book’s main voice belongs to the n|omkxaosi elders, with our commentary interspersed. The interview material is presented as one composite voice in Part One of the book, “Core Teachings.” Unique accounts of traditions, ceremonies, and healing ways are attributed to specific elders in the second part of the book, “The Elders Speak: Remembrances.” We are called Bo and N!ae by our Bushman colleagues; writing the commentary for this book required our being in both the Bushman world and the world that uses explanatory language, balancing ourselves between our different names and communities of belonging.

      
        KEYS TO APPROACHING THE BUSHMAN TEACHINGS
      

      The Bushman teachings on healing and spirituality may provoke you to reexamine some of your cherished beliefs and practices. The Bushman way is often contrary to commonly accepted beliefs held in today’s spiritual, shamanic, and healing orientations. The Bushmen do not value the power of intention, positive thinking, “new thought,” contemplative mindfulness, or even most dreams, spiritual insight, interpretations, and magical incantations, for they distrust all language and productions of the mind, seeing it as the means trickster uses to distract us from having a directly felt relationship with God. They steer us away from our habits of emphasizing whatever we think and profess healing, shamanism, and spirituality to be about. Instead, they invite us to directly feel and relate to its source, the unnamable mystery that surpasses all understanding.

      Today’s hunger for spiritual understanding may be for something more than another dose of talk. If you hunger for direct spiritual experience, then the Bushmen offer help in finding it, for they care most about getting pierced by n|om, by the arrows of God’s love that enter hearts that are soft and ready enough to receive them. These arrows, thorns, and nails of God’s love awaken new spiritual senses and the expression of ecstasy through trembling dance and pulsing song.

      There are several key principles to effectively approaching the Bushman way, and it begins with appreciating the nature of the ecstatic experience the Bushmen seek. The Bushmen teach that there is no experience of healing, shamanism, and spirituality without n|om, the mysterious non-subtle life force that brings these sacred pursuits to life. Little effort is given to defining n|om in words because it must be experienced to be understood. It is “not subtle” because one knows when it is present: it feels like amplified spiritual electricity imparting an ecstatic vibration to the body that supercharges all experience. N|om has little in common with most approaches to energy medicine that we know today. To illustrate, |Kunta Boo tells how John Marshall, the earliest filmmaker to visit the Bushmen, once took a well-known Chinese energy doctor to the Kalahari. When the Bushmen touched the Chinese doctor he collapsed and fell into a coma. He had never experienced energy like this, nor is it likely that other outside practitioners have either, something substantiated by our own experience with practitioners of various kinds of energy healing systems who have visited the Bushmen.

      Bushmen regard n|om as inseparable from the amplified emotion that arises from a major heart awakening. It may be inspired by relationship with divinity, longing for present or past loved ones, or a felt intimacy with the biological world, including trees, animals, and honeybees. As a Bushman n|om-kxao is filled with n|om, it not only makes her want to dance, it excites her to ecstatically tremble and shake, touching others with fluttering hands and vibrant hugs.

      Bushman n|om-kxaosi always share heightened energy with others, placing n|om in a social loop for its circulation. It is worth noting that the Bushmen do not have the so-called “spiritual accidents” that are often associated with intense energy practices. This is because they do not bottle up and hold the energy inside themselves. There is nothing in the Bushman way akin to an individual practice that sets up a closed circuit. This in itself makes their contribution to energy medicine and energetic spiritual practice significant, because here we find the strongest energy medicine and spiritual voltage available without any concern for misfire or accident. In the Bushman way we return to community healing and the holding and sharing of its revitalizing energy, creating safety and strengthening the spiritual current.

      It is easy to misunderstand Bushman spirituality, for it does not primarily teach anything other than the importance of “having a strong rope to God,” the passageway for n|om into the body. When we move into this territory of non-subtle energy we find a whole new set of body automatisms that are automatically released as one grows in relationship with n|om. These include a powerful pump in the belly that brings forth an ecstatic dance stomp and rhythmic vocal expression. This is where the importance of a special kind of song and altered vocal expressions are critically important. Without this kind of sound making, the energy of n|om cannot reach its highest peak. All Bushman healers are n|om singers and dancers. Their spiritual work is not possible without these ecstatic forms of expression being present. However, these nec-essary expressive forms cannot be consciously willed or purposefully taught. They can only be evoked by the highest inspiration of a felt relationship to the Sky God.

      The importance Bushmen give to “loving the Sky God” in their healing and spirituality is often minimized or completely omitted by anthropological accounts, possibly due to the agnosticism or philosophical biases of many of these scholars. Without an acknowledgment of this primary spiritual experience for Bushmen, anything written or stated about their religion lacks appropriate context, meaning, and validity. When a Bushman says he or she has a “rope to God,” this is acknowledgment that a relationship with the sacred underlies all ecstatic experience, from healing to visionary travel.

      Bradford Keeney was the first outsider the Bushmen knew who experienced their most revered and rare sacred visions, including what they call the receiving of God’s ostrich egg. (Part One of this book discusses this divine vision in detail.) This is why the Bushmen fully brought Brad inside conversations concerning Bushman spiritual experience, offering details and teachings previously not discussed with anyone outside Bushman culture. Brad has repeatedly experienced nearly all aspects of Bushman healing, shamanism, and spirituality reported in this book. This is what has enabled this teaching to be shared openly and has provided a bridge between Bushman spirituality and outside ways of viewing it.

      Izak Barnard, the founder of Penduka Safaris in South Africa and Botswana, was one of the earliest outsiders to contact some of the Bushman villages. He also opened some of the first trails for vehicles to have access to remote places in the Kalahari. Barnard was himself a crusty and cynical old-time character of the bush and made it no secret that he had little respect for most visitors, especially anthropologists, for he saw how their writing too often projected their own fantasies of a romanticized Bushman life. After numerous trips observing Brad’s work, Barnard wrote a legal testament that he wanted to leave for the historical record:

      I am the founder of the oldest mobile safari company in southern Africa. I have advised anthropological researchers who came to the Kalahari from Europe, the United States, Argentina, and Japan, and served as a guide for many of them, along with assisting the BBC and National Geographic. . . . Through Bradford Keeney I discovered a new world of old Africa that was not even known to me. I am referring to the spiritual life of the Bushmen. . . . I watched firsthand as Professor Keeney experienced their spiritual universe. Brad missed nothing, and he became one of the Bushman people. He is not regarded as an outsider. (Keeney 2003b, 157)

      From an insider’s position, Brad found that we must be careful to not assume that other ecstatic dances and healing ways are similar to Bushman ecstatic expression. The Bushmen bring something different for consideration in the way they distinguish whether movements and expression are awakened by n|om, whether they are inspired by love or power, and whether they are imitative or authentic. The way of the Bushman flows top-down, from the Sky God to the dance ground. Finding a rope that connects you to the Sky God enables you to receive spiritual gifts from song to dance and even guidance in a hunt. When the Sky God or ancestors pull on this rope, a Bushman feels the tugging and moves accordingly. This may help explain some of the Bushmen’s uncanny talents. For example, they have been regarded as great guides and trackers, but the Bushman secret is that they are guided by the pulling of their ropes.

      Anthropologists and other outside observers have also imposed their own ideas concerning “trance” onto Bushman experience, even calling their healing dance a “trance dance.” Similarly, Bushman spiritual experience as well as their renderings of it on ancient rock art have been characterized as comparable to hallucinations brought on by hypnotic trance, hyperventilation, strenuous repetitive (tranceinducing) 
movement, and sonic entrainment, all concepts derived from non-Bushman theories 
about the nature of “altered states of consciousness,” human experience, and transformation. For a Bushman, a strong rope to God is all that is required to connect directly with God—to lose sight of and connection with this primary distinction results in being steered far away from the kind of experience Bushmen value most.

      N|om-inspired expression occurs spontaneously without conscious choice, intention, or technique. Hence, it is not possible to teach Bushman spirituality by imitation or through systematic method. Memorizing a Bushman n|om song or reproducing a healer’s ecstatic sounds will no further lead to an experience of n|om than trying to sound like a lion, flamingo, or hippopotamus will make one a creature of the wild. The same is true for the movements and motions made during healing. When n|om arrives, the selection and sequence of songs, along with the specific movements they inspire, are improvised in the moment and experienced as new even if they have been sung and danced thousands of times before.

      Bushman n|om-kxaosi are not concerned with whether their talk is consistent or logically coherent in a way outsiders appreciate. Because experience is dependent upon context, the truth value or consistency of an utterance or description is not only tied to the situation and moment in which it took place but from the influence of how “cooked” by God the speaker is when he experienced it and the degree of n|om involved when he later refers back to the experience.

      In the moment of a dance, a healer who is starting to heat his n|om might refer to a bad ancestor, but later as the healer becomes hotter, the same ancestor is no longer bad. The differentiation of “good” and “bad” ancestors by Bushmen refers to the momentary feelings of both observed and observer, as well as the interaction between them, something that anthropologists have largely missed. So all “bad” ancestors are momentarily bad and are also capable of being good, depending upon how they relate to us and how we relate to them. In summary, Bushmen care less about categories that statically evaluate and frame any given moment than they do about the quality and intensity of the n|om that was present in the past event discussed and the n|om that arises in the present manner of discussing it.

      To the Bushmen, nature is seen as a web of interconnected ropes, strings, and threads. Hunters are connected to eland, kudu, giraffes, and other animals by ropes, and gatherers are connected to the plants they collect by similar ropes. Furthermore, human beings are connected to one another through these ropes. For the Bushmen, the web of nature is literal, and in an awakened state a n|om-kxao may see the world as a giant spider web. Empowering a rope can send n|om throughout the entire weave and thereby contribute to the wellness of the whole ecology. Making one’s rope to God strong is the most direct way of strengthening all the ropes. In this way a Bushman n|om-kxao awakens n|om to heal everything—a sick person, the healer, the whole community, and the entire fabric of nature.

      From the Bushman perspective, an immediate experiential encounter with the Sky God is more authoritative than any and all textual understandings and beliefs. The latter are suspect without an accompanying and deeply felt spiritual experience that embodies what is discussed. Here spiritual experience in its most primary form involves an awareness and relationship to luminosity that shines brightest from God’s divine ostrich egg. After one sees this luminous egg it never stops inspiring ecstatic experience and expression. Since most cultures do not prepare a person to handle supercharged ecstatic experience, people are not ready to hold on to it when it arrives. They will quickly reach a threshold that no longer allows them to remain awake as more luminosity, energy, and revelation await transmission. The initiate paradoxically passes out or loses consciousness before reaching a fully ecstatic awakening where the oval luminosity is met.

      It cannot be emphasized enough that the highest form of Bushman ecstatic healing and spirituality always includes singing n|om songs. The vibrational impact of n|om singing is required to heighten and heat n|om. Bushman healers would see many, if not most, energy practitioners from other cultures as “stuck” in trickster language and mind games. If ecstatic singing is not present, then they would regard that as an indication that the heart has not fully awakened and that n|om is not sufficiently awakened and heated. There is simply no presence of nor any concept of “subtle energy” in the Kalahari, and mention of such an idea would likely yield gut-wrenching laughter. The Bushmen would likely start teasing one another about “subtle meat,” “subtle hunts,” or “subtle sex,” and with the enjoyed raunchiness of Bushman humor, there would be no end to discussing “subtle shit.”

      It is also important to note that Bushman ecstatic shaking is more than the physical automatisms that can be brought forth with techniques used in rehabilitative medicine. While this kind of shaking may provide physical therapy and improvement in muscle tone, it has nothing to do with n|om. Ecstatic shaking that is brought forth by powerful rhythms, wild dance, and nonconventional movement may or may not involve n|om. For the Bushmen, when shaking arrives spontaneously because of elevated feelings inspired and triggered by n|om, ecstatic transformation takes place.

      The Bushman teachings that follow often took place while the elders were experiencing thara, their word for ecstatic shaking. They were ecstatically shaking during the interview because a strong n|omkxao is always spiritually awakened—his or her n|om is heated, causing thara—whenever these topics are discussed. Even the mention of n|om or the Sky God will initiate thara. Sometimes the interviews turned into singing, a spirited exchange of n|om, a healing session, or a dance. The Bushman teaching of n|om holds the n|om it discusses, ready to pierce the hearts of those ready to receive it. This text aims to embody the ecstatic n|om energy of which it speaks.

      
        BEING DANCED BY N|OM
      

      The Bushman healing dance is the main venue for their community experience of ecstatic healing, shamanism, and spirituality. While it has a particular structure and form, it also hosts improvisational variation, guided by the experience of feeling and sharing n|om. Whether it is named or not, the openness and uncertainty fostered by improvisation helps us become more available to unexpected movement that is spontaneously choreographed by the felt interaction with mystery. However, n|om takes us past improvisation as it is typically understood in dance and theater contexts. Bushmen propose that they are danced by n|om. Here the dancer is not improvising but is improvised by n|om. This is the way of the Bushman—being improvised, moved, danced, sung, and touched by the mystery of n|om, inseparable from the longing and loving of the Sky God and all of creation.

      Bushman n|om-kxaosi become owners of n|om (meaning they “own the feeling” for n|om), and it is the n|om-kxaosi who share it with others, sending what they call “nails” or “arrows” of transmitted n|om into those who need healing and transformation. This is typically done through vibratory transmission with touch, movement, or sound that is often absent of words. The Bushmen’s most valued form of experience, knowledge, and teaching is somatically held; the movements and sensations of the body in relationship and interaction with others constitute their way of knowing and being. They are a dancing culture. They know through dance, and they dance their ideas, emotions, and laughter as well as their bodies. Their world moves, like the changing seasons, and they move with it, valuing the constant movement and change more than any one static moment.

      The typical flow of a Bushman healing dance moves from gathering around a fire, singing n|om songs and clapping hands in syncopated rhythms, waiting to be spiritually heated and awakened by n|om, to the ecstatic crescendo of becoming filled with n|om and sharing it with others. Bushman dancers tremble and shake when charged with n|om. A virtuous circularity is set in motion where music inspires the dance as dance inspires the music, while at the same time heightened emotion inspires ecstatic expression and ecstasy amplifies even more emotional intensity. As the Bushman n|om-kxaosi dance around a circle, a greater circulation of n|om is embodied that, in turn, encircles ancestors and gods. In this sacred place, the Bushmen dance with all their ancestors and gods.

      When too much is said about n|om it risks leading the listener and the speaker astray from the inspiration it points toward. Bushmen are familiar with how talk and thought can become a trap leading them away from the very thing they are trying to experience. As the Bushmen say, talk can “bend the ropes.” They regard language as the invention of trickster—it is the narrating and interpreting mind that likes to name, categorize, know, and explain. Trickster mind is utilized in certain practical matters, but it is not allowed to interfere with the serious matters of n|om.

      At the same time, words can be filled with n|om, and in their utterance both speaker and audience can be surprised, softened, and even struck by n|om. This is the art of ecstatic Bushman storytelling when delivered by a well-seasoned n|om-kxao—hearing such a story is an experience of being danced by n|om. Whether stomping inside the dance circle, telling a story, or following tracks in a hunt, for the Bushmen each important experience of life is first and foremost in relationship with n|om.

      As a Bushman dance progresses, the singing and clapping around the fire become louder and more charged with n|om. Everyday talk and laughter give way to enthusiastic singing as the n|om-kxaosi become filled with n|om. When the men n|om-kxaosi dance, n|om makes them shake and bend forward, stomping their feet in the sand. The women n|om-kxaosi stand and sway, trembling intensely like trees. This is when n|om takes over and further guides movement and expression. The nom-kxaosi may be led to lay their trembling hands on someone sitting near the fire, providing healing and revitalization.

      There is a “choreography” involved with this dance, but it is unlike that found on any ballroom floor or theatrical stage. Nor is it like a contemporary ecstatic dance gathering where people experiment with free movement, specified rhythmic movement, or spirited improvisation. The Bushman dance arguably is not about dance at all. Nor is it primarily about shaking or ecstatic expression, although these always take place. The whole Bushman way of life is about awakening, receiving, and sharing n|om. It is about being danced by n|om.

      To a Bushman n|om-kxao, no right questions lead to understanding their way. Knowledge of the dance cannot be gleaned from conversation and cannot be held by any interpretive means. Its truths can’t be seen or heard; they must be corporally felt. There are no official custodians of Bushman knowledge or social institutions for maintaining any contemplative word-bound tradition. Lorna Marshall, in her classic paper “The Medicine Dance of the !Kung Bushmen,” makes this conclusion: “The !Kung are not concerned with carefully preserving the knowledge of their past, and they do not teach it systematically to their young . . .” (Marshall 1969, 351).

      Full-bodied experience is most valued by Bushmen. This experience is born and expressed by the movement of their muscles and skin, not from the ruminations of reflective thought. From the Bushman perspective, their sacred knowledge is encoded in the orally preserved songs and muscle memories of kinesthetic movements. Its expression is sparked by a mysterious presence that moves their bodies to perform ecstatic choreographies of healing movement inseparable from heartfelt touch.

      To appreciate the groundbreaking contributions of the Bushmen, we must learn to interact in their preferred way and place ourselves on their dance ground rather than encapsulate them inside our categories of classification. Specifically, Bushmen want to see, hear, and feel our bodies move in the way they occupy and move their bodies. To more fully respect the Bushman way requires that we move forward and dare to be danced by n|om.

      The n|om-kxao cannot do ecstatic work alone. He or she must meet the ancestral spirits and gods. Here they merge with divine love, as hands tremble and deliver spiritual birth, death, and resurrection. When shared with others who are open to full participation, all are taken into ecstatic communion and union.

      In the Kalahari, n|om dances with all of creation. The dancer’s body holds all imaginable names along with their inherent contrasts and differences, embracing any and all sides and forms. In this movement, a whirling wind moves the dancer from side to side. Waves of energy express the “back and forth,” “here and there,” “this and that,” and “is and isn’t” of human existence. Love and hate are held next to each other, neither side allowed to run away. Altruism and selfishness face off but neither crosses the line. Good and evil stand their ground, greeting one another. In the body of the Bushman dancer the wheel of life and death is turned as spiritual electricity is churned.

      Bushman elders vary in their depth of discernment, understanding, and articulation of the ambiguities, paradoxes, and complexities of life. Some see a simple battle between God and trickster while others have a more complex view of the interpenetration of contrasting sides of any distinction, especially that of the Sky God and the Sky God’s complementary side, trickster. An individual Bushman n|om-kxao may also alternate between these simple and complex outlooks over the course of a lifetime or within a single conversation. In the Kalahari, a Bushman’s body moves and the fluid stories are encouraged to change with each telling. What is stable in the Bushmen’s experience is the process of movement itself—nighttime dancing feet, swaying bodies, trembling hands, pumping bellies, bobbing heads, as well as the ever-changing stories, teasing, and jokes that are shared underneath the daytime shade of a camel thorn tree. Their truths are found moving in the constant circulating and changing rhythms, music, movements, and touch of n|ominspired living.

      The Bushmen teach us that understanding the mystery of life is less important than participating in it. They invite us to dance more and talk less. They want us to feel our hearts rather than fill our minds. The Bushman way is more polyphonic, improvisational, playful, and biological than any flat-planed, textually structured world. Their truths mirror the truths of the sky, earth, plants, and animals that surround them. The way of the Bushman can only be understood in the smell of sweat, the experienced warmth of blood flowing out of a hunted animal, the bare handling of roots and earth, and the tender embrace of one another through hearts and hands that flutter. Round and round the dance circle a furrow of sand is dug, reminding us of the cyclical nature of life. Turn and return to the indigenous fires and circles of unspoken mystery. There the ancestors continue teaching.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      WE INVITE YOU
TO DANCE WITH GOD

      
        A Welcome from the Ju|’hoan
Bushman Elders
      

      As the elder teachers of the oldest living culture on earth, the Ju|’hoan
Bushman (San) people, we hold the most enduring traditional wisdom
concerning healing and spiritual experience. This book is a testimony of
our ecstatic ways. Beesa Boo has carefully translated our words and we
accept the word changes and comments that Brad and Hillary Keeney
have made to help others more readily comprehend our teachings. The
preparation of this document has taken several decades. We happily
share our basic teachings about spirituality and healing with those
whose hearts are sincerely open.

      It is important that we get these things clear. The strongest healers
are almost gone. There are only a few of us left. The young healers don’t
know everything and often mix things up. The elder healers need to set
the record straight about our oldest and most enduring truths. These
are urgent and dangerous times and our wisdom is needed to heal the
world. We believe it is extremely important for future healers to know
the original spiritual teachings. In addition, those who already know, but don’t know that they know, will be confirmed and substantiated, and this will make them stronger.

      This is the saddest time in our history. It is a very troubled world and we suffer.*6 However, instead of giving in to being sad we try to make our feelings boil with n|om. Rather than crying, we shake. In this way, we change the sadness of suffering into the reenergizing presence of n|om. We cook our suffering. When it boils, we experience joy in being spiritually wealthy with n|om.

      We are not saying that we want to remain materially poor and continue as victims of unfair politics and economies. We are human and have the same needs as everyone else. We, too, have rights and basic needs that must be respected and appropriately addressed. Yet no matter what happens to us with the climate, economy, or politics, we will always have a rope to God. We will always be able to keep our arrows from God clean with ≠hoe djxani, our healing dance. More importantly, we are able to dance with God, and this brings the greatest joy and deepest love. On behalf of all Bushman elders and ancestors, we invite you to this dance.

      We are grateful that our words and teachings have been written and preserved for the future. When we hear what has been written we realize that nothing is wrong. As |Kunta Boo says, “Every word we discussed is accurate and I’ve seen that no word went astray. It is written correctly and everything is right. It’s good and I’m very happy. This has been written to describe the way it is. This is the day the truth has been told.”
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