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PREFACE

I grew up with a grandfather and father who were country preachers, playing the piano in their revival services. Much of my life’s work has been devoted to learning from spiritual elders throughout the African diaspora—from South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Brazil, the Caribbean, and the African American church—whose mystical, shamanic practice of Christianity struck me as the most joyous and liberated form of worship. As this book goes to press, I am in the mountains of the Caribbean island of St. Vincent studying a blend of African spirituality and Christianity known as “shakerism.” It emphasizes ecstatic spiritual expression as well as ceremonies devoted to fasting for visionary experiences and shamanic learning. Here I learned some of the great mysteries of being a Christian shaman. Now I am deeply honored to be regarded by my teachers here as a “captain” of the spiritual ships that move through the spirit lands.

The stories and directives that are included in this book were written while I was in an altered state of consciousness inspired by the ecstatic practice of shamanic Christianity. Writing non-stop for several days in a shamanic literary experiment, I wrote the book largely as a continuous stream of prose. The first part of the book, “The Lost Teachings,” aims to bring forth the ancestral voices of Christianity. Years ago one of the great spiritual healers of our time, Mama Mona from Soweto, South Africa, performed a ceremony announcing the installation of her spirit guides into me. Her primary guide, Sister Elize, subsequently became my guiding source of inspiration for the lost teachings of shamanic Christianity.

The second part of the book, “The Lost Directives,” addresses the least practiced and least understood aspect of many shamanic and spiritual traditions. Here I present the “trickster” side of being a Christian shaman. In alignment with cultural theologian Harvey Cox’s classic work Feast of Fools, the role of “fool for Christ” is here recast in terms of eccentric action and participation with unorthodox wisdom in everyday life. Whereas the lost teachings are inseparable from altered states, the lost directives encourage “altered traits of living,” to borrow Huston Smith’s expression.

Many teachers have inspired my work, and I have honored them in previous books I have written and edited. But here I must mention George Hay, my dear friend from New Orleans. A former pastor who became a counselor and college professor, his life is a testimony to the power of deep faith and prayer. Our ongoing conversations have imbued this work.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge my spiritual father, Archbishop Cosmore Pompey of the St. Vincent Shakers. He is a pure Christian shaman and mystic, whose spiritual life has been as amazing as that of anyone I have ever known or read about. His influence on my development as a Christian shaman has been monumental. Love and prayers to his spiritual family in the Caribbean and to all my shamanic sisters and brothers!
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INTRODUCTION

The Calling Forth of Christian Shamanism

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even upon the menservants and maidservants in those days, I will pour out my spirit.

JOEL 2:28–29

All spiritual traditions, including Christianity, have shamanic roots. When the roots are fed, they sink deeper into the sacred ground. The practices and stories in this book are a calling forth to those who believe they are connected to the teachings and spiritual presence of Jesus. You are invited to feed and water the roots of your spirituality. In this nurturing of your soul, shamanic experience will blossom. This is the way it has always been and shall always be.

Being a Christian shaman involves a radically different way of participating in everyday life. It means that you will sacrifice rarely questioned cultural habits and understandings in favor of honoring innumerable unspoken mysteries. Through the stories and practices of this book you will find a way to undo normality and replace it with the uncommon presence of mystical realization and playful engagement, the two sides of Christian shamanism.

Christian shamans dream sacred visions and feel the ecstatic currents of spirit flowing through their bodies. They get there like the mystics of old—through loving God and praying without end. Mystics and shamans are the same in their devotion to God and in their encounters with the sacred gifts of the Holy Spirit. Christian shamans go further and encourage themselves to reenter the everyday with a transformed posture, that of the Christian trickster, the spiritual contrary who knows that the deepest visions are facilitated by the merriest practices of play.

By following the shamanic exercises spelled out here, you will be able to face the modern dilemmas of our time with a childlike sense of play and wonder. Though you may first feel self-conscious, apprehensive, confused, or baffled by the suggestions that are made, please be mindful that you are being asked to step outside the boundaries that presently define your habitual ways of behaving and constitute what others regard as “consensual reality.” Shamanic Christianity asks you to go beyond those constraints and assumptions, making it possible for you to enter a new kingdom of experience. Here the challenges and suffering of life become transformed into lessons of daily enchantment, transcendent ascension, and sacred comedy.

The first part of this book, The Lost Teachings, aims to help you enter into the high mysteries and visions of shamanic Christianity. Through its lessons, you will be well prepared to bring forth sacred dreams and join the grand mystical traditions. The second part of the book, The Lost Directives, introduces exercises involving contrary, or “trickster,” actions that help bring you into the uncommon practices of shamanic conduct. Here you find a new way of being in the world and a way of escaping the over-seriousness associated with conventional ways of living. The Christian shaman enters the everyday with the spirit of radical experimentalism. No challenge or difficulty is big enough to not be teased inside and out. In the shamanic world, everything is turned around, reversed, deliberately misperceived, tinkered with, and thrown to the elves of merry play.

Shamanic Christianity provides a beacon of affirmation for contemporary pilgrims seeking direct communion with spirit. The light begins with one of the greatest shamans in human history, Jesus of Nazareth. But within the temple of Christian light reside other living presences of spiritual guidance. The meditations and stories presented in Part I will reintroduce you to Mary and the historically renowned saints, making them living spiritual teachers for your shamanic life. They will inspire you to seek vision, pray wildly, talk to the animals, receive the holy fire, recognize the sacred light, honor soul-making music, and resurrect your vital participation in life.

The exercises presented in Part II are meant to rekindle the trickster shamanic practices of Christianity that will help you step outside the limitations imposed by cultural expectations and norms for habituated conduct. As your imagination is ignited by the meditations and stories, your behavior will be liberated to enter into the world in an unexpected and spirited way. I invite you to begin the pilgrimage of becoming a Christian shaman. It is a journey that will stretch you in diverse ways. Vertically it will carry you higher into the heavens of visionary inspiration while rooting you more deeply in the daily workings of life on Earth. Horizontally you will be stretched between the sufferings of life simultaneously juxtaposed with absurd play. As you will see, the serious teachings of shamanism must always be countered with the most outrageous forms of nonsense and absurdity. True Christian shamans value the ridiculous as much as they aspire to enter the mystical visions of heaven. No quaking laughter, no entry into the biggest mysteries.

At this very moment stop and ask whether you are feeling too serious about Christian shamanism. Are you smiling or laughing? If neither, you have become too serious. I encourage you to open the book to another page and tickle one word, as if you were tickling a child. Imagine hearing the book giggle. As you enter the shamanic realms, never stop reminding yourself of the importance of hearing that giggle. It must be present in order for the arms of the Christian shaman’s cross to stretch. What does that mean? Don’t try to figure it out at this time. Instead, set down the book and stretch out your arms. Say to yourself, “I have taken a first step toward finding the lost wisdom of the four-cornered cross.”

Forget the feathers, bones, rattles, beads, and the other ceremonial garb that makes up some people’s fantasy of what being a shaman is all about. Most of the truly powerful shamans I have met dress normally and carry no magic objects. These authentic shamans often wonder whether the public display of all that paraphernalia is hiding the fact that the displayer has little connection to spirit. The real test of a shaman concerns what you do with your daily habits and the habits of others. This book will teach you how to deal with the issues of daily life, whether it involves your relationships, worries, diet, dealing with boredom, or overcoming bad habits. But it will do so in an unexpected fashion. You will be asked to play with the most troubling parts of your life. Warning: this trickster way of tinkering with your life will be unsettling and upsetting to many psychotherapists, ministers, and trained professional people helpers. Don’t worry: That’s a good sign that shows that you are practicing authentic shamanism.

Here you will be asked to become a child all over again. In the Christian shaman’s world you must recover repressed childhood memories, but in this case, I am referring to the forgotten experiences of play and delight that characterize the best moments of childhood. There is simply no way to enter the mystical kingdom without bringing back and utilizing the magical resources of a child’s way of being.

Bless those who surrender to sincerely seeking the center of heart with hands of imagination. For these shall make the playful children who will set us free. Christian shamans play in order to release the creative forces within. They stop the habits of overly serious mind so that their inner light may shine. Consider making a vow to bring more frivolity and nonsensical play into your life. Imagine if 50% of your daily experience was absurd and playful. This is your goal: You need half of your life to hold the holy play while the other half is reaching for the serious visions. This is one of the secrets to entering the shamanic mysteries of Christ’s children.

We get to the furthest reaches of God’s mind through creative imagination, which allows us to leave the grip of the rational, controlling, psychological mind. Any effort to extinguish creative imagination leaves one without any meaningful truth. This is the fallacy of literalism. Those who read the Bible without imagination are killing its deepest and highest truths. Only the act of creative imagination can take us to the most sought-after spiritual depths and heights. This is how we stretch the vertical pole of the cross. While imagination pulls us vertically, absurdity pulls us horizontally. Together these stretchings comprise the Christian shaman’s four-cornered cross. You will learn how to stretch your spirit with these poles, the arms and legs of the Christian shaman. Stand up this very moment and lift yourself on your toes while stretching your arms. You have taken another step toward finding the wisdom from the four-cornered cross

You may ask whether the stories and tasks presented here are simply fictions, without credibility because they arose from creative imagination. In answer to this question, I point out that the deeper the imagination and the deeper the unconscious, the further away from conscious deliberation we are taken. Only the conscious mind can lie. The deepest unconscious processes of mind are incapable of lying. They can speak only the truth. As the unconscious escapes the reach of purposeful, conscious, ego mind, it dissolves into a greater collective unconscious, the mind of a greater whole. Some have called this the mind of nature. It is indistinguishable from the mind of God. Here is where the eternal verities are voiced.

Remind yourself that the deeper the truth, the more important that the voice of the sacred giggle be present. Become a fool for Christ. Never forget that without the presence of holy tickling, the doors to perception won’t remain open. Tickle yourself again and again. When it is said that the saints could fly or levitate, appreciate the connection between the words “levitate” and “levity.” When it is said that the saints saw the sacred light, appreciate that the word to describe what they saw was “light” and not “heavy.”

I invite you to challenge the reality you think you know. Seek the visions and the giggling that transform every moment, breath, and heartbeat. Commit yourself to a practice that is deeper because it is lighter. Play with the everyday hells so as to stretch yourself into heaven. Appreciate the ridiculousness associated with becoming a Christian shaman. Stop being so serious about God. Laugh your prayer in order to find the deeper mysteries of God’s humor. Cry over the beauty of joy and weep when you are blessed. Become a contrary, a Jesus coyote, a trickster saint, an outstretched cross that juxtaposes endless sacred contraries. As my grandfather, an old country preacher, once said, “All aboard, there’s a train heading for glory land.” Let us pray, doing so with a notso-innocent smile:

Lord, make us instruments of your divine madness. Make us empty so we can know the fullness of your mysteries. Help us experience who we are not so we can become who we are. Help us be serious about the absurd, and absurd about the serious. Fill our bodies and minds with creative energy and inspired expression. Bring us contrary visions. We rejoice in being spiritual idiots, fools, and imbeciles completely devoted to your unattainable wisdom. For these things we pray. Amen.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE LOST TEACHINGS

The Mystical Devotions and Practices

Among Christians there is an almost complete silence about the place of shamanism in experiencing the divine. This is even the case for those who whisper an awareness of Christianity’s history of mystics and divine illuminants. Yet shamanic experience is the root form of mystical communion. Shamans, let no one forget, are the sacred technicians who directly communicate with the source of spirit.

When the missionaries came to North America to “save” the Native American Indians, they were sometimes perplexed to discover that while they talked about Jesus, some of the Indians claimed to talk directly with him. Unfortunately, shamanic encounters of divine mysteries were too often discounted and the visionary judged to be mad, or worse, inhabited by evil or satanic influences.

Without direct encounters with spiritual realities, a religion trickles into pale morality, sanctification of the status quo, and metaphysical speculation. Dare anyone ask whether Christians have lost their direct link with the heavens? Is it fair to wonder whether plagues of deafness and blindness have afflicted the theologians, clergy, and parishioners? While the shamanic nature of raw spiritual experience may have been forgotten to a great extent, God has never stopped talking with the faithful and pure of heart.

In the tradition of contemplative practice, I will present this reintroduction of shamanism to Christianity in the form of devotions, which you may use to orient your weekly spiritual practice. The devotions are set forth in four forms. Each begins with a specific contemplation, a particular theme or contemplative thought. This is followed by a meditative focus enabling the practitioner to create a particular visualization for meditative practice. I then offer a lost parable, in the form of a story that has arisen from my own visionary experience. Finally, I prescribe an active mystical practice to help ground the meditations and contemplative reflections into a ritual or ceremony that calls for one’s active participation. These four forms of mystical devotion and practice are designed to introduce you to both an understanding and an experience of the shamanic tradition of Christianity.

The words and practices that follow are only a spiritual rope, a luminous cord intended to help connect the practitioner to the shamanic core of mystical Christianity. To receive the light of this great faith requires hands willing to grab the rope. At times the going may be tough, an uphill battle requiring sweat and dogged determination. Just as often, you will be able to use the rope to effortlessly and playfully swing across and into the depths of sacred healing and transformation.

Consider setting aside all you have been taught about the characters who first played the original Christian drama. Contemplate the possibility of being introduced to these original ones as holy presences of divine illumination. As living manifestations of the Holy Spirit, they are immediately present to everyone who asks and reaches inwards and outwards with sincerity, humility, and the desire to love all of God’s creation.
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1

JESUS AS SHAMAN

Christ was and is the ultimate shaman. . . . In a real sense, every Christian who allows the Spirit to move in him or her is a shaman. . . . An important study might be made comparing the ministry of Jesus with that of shamanism.

DR. MORTON KELSEY, EPISCOPAL PRIEST,
 COUNSELOR, AND AUTHOR

CONTEMPLATION

We need only mention the story of a man going into the wilderness and surviving spiritual ordeals and temptations to recognize a classic case of shamanic initiation. Shamans throughout history typically have been required to seek solitude in a place of wilderness. While fasting and praying in a place of natural isolation, they confront good and bad spirits and experience a death and rebirth into shamanic reality. They learn to traverse the boundaries separating human beings from alternative ways of being. Thus they receive the mysteries of communing and allying themselves with sacred presences, ancestral spirits, and holy manifestations.

Jesus was no exception to this tradition of initiation in the wilderness. After surviving his ordeals in the desert with the devil, he lived the life of a shaman, performing many extraordinary deeds—from feeding a multitude of people with a few loaves of bread to turning water into wine. Although his shamanic abilities were unparalleled, most of his miracles were performed quietly and without boastful fanfare. It is important to acknowledge that during the time of Jesus, there were many reports of miracles performed by many different shamanic practitioners. These other miracle workers believed they possessed great and privileged power and kept their practices secret and inaccessible.

One of the most remarkable things about Jesus was that he allowed miracles to be seen and understood. He revealed that the source of these miraculous events was not a magic wand, but simple faith that grows into a dynamic presence. As the Bible teaches us, this faith is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest of seeds. But when planted it becomes the largest of the garden plants—it grows into a tree. Perhaps the greatest achievement of Jesus was that he relied not upon the tricks and strategies of shamanic one-upmanship, but instead upon the sacred strength of faith in the divine. His shamanic alchemy was based on the sincere practice of humility, forgiveness, and loving service to others.

While addressing an audience, the disciple Peter summarized the lifetime of Jesus with five short words: “He went about doing good.” His life made people “re-contemplate” the nature of God. As philosophers like Huston Smith put it, if God were pure goodness and were to take human form, this incarnation of God would act exactly like Jesus.

The main lesson given by Jesus for shamanic practice concerns the power of goodness. It is the strongest and most effective incantation, magic, and medicine on Earth. The shamanic way of Jesus cultivated a singular focus on the practice of good. He came to Earth and walked among its creatures as the good shaman.

MEDITATIVE FOCUS

Visualize yourself in a vast desert with Jesus at your side. Imagine every great shaman in the history of the world coming up to you and demonstrating his or her magic. One by one you see them each perform powerful and extraordinary acts of alchemy. Merlin creates a forest with a beautiful stream, inviting you to relinquish your dry thirst. Swamis demonstrate their ability to levitate and fly to infinite heavens of pleasure, while Siberian shamans take you on journeys into the mystical underworlds. In the inner landscape of your mind, see the greatest display of shamanic power ever performed.

At the end of this shamanic Olympics, hear Jesus say these words to you:

You have seen the great powers that are possible to harness. I offer you a power that is greater than the combination of all these other powers. To receive this power requires that you completely abandon all thirst for any power. When you have become empty of all desire for power, you will understand that the greatest power comes from simply trying to be good. You must be good to all the creatures in the house of my Mother and Father.

This is the first lesson of the most powerful shaman. Be without power and relinquish the desire for power in order to have all powers at one’s disposal.

LOST PARABLE: JESUS MEETS THE INDIANS

If one believes all the stories about Jesus that have circulated through many different cultures, then Jesus must have walked around the entire world. Among North and South American Indians he was greeted as Kate-Zahl and Mahnt-Azoma, among other names. Other legends say that after visiting the South Pacific, he arrived on the west coast of South America near Peru and visited many Indian tribes. The Ojibway Indians who lived on the shores of Mishegahme in Michigan were among the ones who knew of the man with a beard who performed many healings. He eventually went up to Canada accompanied by a couple of wolves. Because of their reverence for animals, the Indian people respected him and followed his advice.

In the story that follows I will tell what I believe Jesus taught other shamans as he walked around the world. We do know one fact that not a single custodian of the oldest cultural stories would argue with. It is agreed that wherever Jesus went, he was immediately acknowledged as the kindest shaman anyone had ever met.

Our story begins in Canada, at a time when Jesus had arrived at a small encampment of Ojibway Indians near what is now known as Lac La Croix. The Indian elders had already dreamed of his arrival. In their dreams, they had seen how he had walked on water and had raised the dead. They respected his great shamanic gifts before he had even stepped on their soil.

They greeted Jesus with a sacred ceremony and taught him that the pipe was a spiritual umbilical cord connecting their hearts and minds to Mother Earth and the Great Spirit. Jesus wept with joy over the sincere and wise humility of these Indian people. They shared many stories and before he left, he warned them about a time when black robes would arrive on their shore and pretend to be his friends. Jesus told the Indians, “No matter what the black robes say or do, they are to be understood as having been sent by the Great Spirit to learn from the Indian elders.”

“What will make the black robes’ learning difficult,” Jesus forewarned, “is their mental condition.” He explained that each of these black robes would suffer from the spiritual disease of arrogance. “They will think they know all there is to know. Their disease will have progressed to the point that they will forget they need to learn from the Indians.”

Jesus advised the Ojibway elders to tell these black robes that some of the Indian holy people speak directly to the Messiah. “When the robed ones arrive,” Jesus directed, “tell them the stories of my life in Galilee. They will be shocked to find that you know these things.” He went on to say:

When they ask how you know me, tell them you know how to speak to me. Most of them won’t believe you and will be frightened by the possibility that I am still alive. But a few, a very small number, will come to you and ask how they may meet you. You are then to remind them of how all
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