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      INTRODUCTION

      The Relevance of Shamanism
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      Itzhak Beery

      “You better make it absolutely relevant. Listen to me, relevant is the key word!” My longtime friend Ariel Orr Jordan, who is a talented filmmaker, a prolific writer, and a shamanic soul himself, was fired up and animatedly repeating this over and over as we were speed-walking in circles around Washington Square Park. It was a beautiful early spring morning, and passersby glanced at us in amusement as we exchanged words in throaty Hebrew. “Ask them to send you their personal stories of how their shamanic experience forever changed their lives. The more personal it is, the more powerful and inspirational it will be for others,” he added in growing excitement and passion.

      I knew he was on to something, as he had been many times before. I had asked his opinion because I was searching for a big idea, something exciting that would make the new website I had just created in 2007, Shaman Portal, not just popular with our readers but also useful.

      “Yes! You’re right!” I agreed wholeheartedly, trying to catch up to him.

      “Everyone must have had one single moment, a split second of a personal experience, an ‘aha’ moment, a eureka of unexpected realization, inspiration, insight, recognition, or comprehension, after which their world, as if by magic, changes lenses, like wearing a new pair of different, clearer eyeglasses, and a new consciousness emerges,” he said in one long breath.

      As we started our last lap around the park he continued decisively, “Listen to me. If you do that, your site will be a tremendous success.”

      Back at my office, I asked my webmaster to add a new section to the website. I called it “Shamanic Impact.”

      This was not the first time that Ariel had taken part in a moment of birthing ceremony. On the base of Cotopaxi—the snowcapped volcanic mountain in Ecuador, which reaches a height of 19, 347 feet—Ariel, our friend Samuel, and I had stood frozen. We were part of a group of sixteen individuals who had traveled to South America in the spring of 1997 with John Perkins, the renowned author and shaman (who also is a contributor to this book), to learn and perform healing ceremonies with the Quechua and Shuar shamans. It was already late afternoon when we arrived at the base of Cotopaxi, and as the sun started to set we shivered from the cold temperature and the merciless strong blowing wind. The legendary symmetrical glacier cone we knew from pictures was all but gone, covered by a heavy blanket of gray clouds, and the fierce wind blew so hard it literally swept us off our feet.

      For no apparent reason, I took a drum and started drumming, chanting, and calling on the spirit of Apu (the god who lives on the mountaintops) and began walking in a large circle. Soon Ariel and then Samuel joined me, and the others followed as if in a trance. Down below, a group of Andean geese looked at us in surprise from the puddle they were enjoying. Quickly and magically, a powerful ritual circle was formed. About twenty minutes later, suddenly, as if by the hand of Apu itself, the sky opened up above the mountaintop and massive rays of light poured down, revealing the magnificent snowcapped tip and with it a beautiful bright blue sky. The whole mountain came alive. I was mesmerized. “What just happened? Did we have anything to do with that?”

      In this superb collection of stories you will have the opportunity to read accounts of people who have experienced such moments. Although most of them are now shamanic practitioners, they used to be just regular folks, just like you and me. There is no way to know how, where, and when that game-changing moment will occur. It can happen in strange places and situations. The experience can come in response to life challenges or illness, and/or just by “accident”—on mountaintops, in cities, by rivers and oceans, or even in one’s kitchen. It sometimes happens as a spirit visitation, through dreams, or when one is walking in Nature or even just driving a car.

      According to the now famous prophecies of the Inca and Maya (the two more well-known and well-documented ancient South American cultures), as well as other indigenous cultures around the world, we have entered a new period in mankind’s conscious development. The Inca’s Pachakuti (which means Earth/time correction—a period of five hundred years) began in 1993, five hundred years after the execution of the last Incan king and the fall of the empire. This was the beginning of the occupation of the white man, and on December 21, 2012, the thirteenth Baktun ended and a new time cycle began (marking the start of a new calendar).

      The Inca and Maya prophesy that this will be a period of peace and cooperation between all races, and a time of knowledge-sharing between all people. It is the time of the return of feminine energies, a return to the heart-center and to a more just society.

      Since 1993, shamans, medicine men, and wisdomkeepers from all over South America have come down from the mountains, out of the Amazon basin; they have heard their calling and started to spread their hidden and well-kept ancient wisdom to the people of the industrial world. The impact stories you are about to read are all part of that extraordinary change we are witnessing, which is happening ever more rapidly now. Lawyers, housewives, celebrities, auto mechanics, corporate executives, financiers—people from all walks of life are hearing that calling. Like mushrooms after a long-awaited rain, they are opening their hearts and listening, which is not always easy, as you will see from their accounts. The skeptic gatekeepers of our rational mind still stand guard.

      And yet we are learning to unlearn. We are learning to re-remember the wisdom we have forgotten. We are learning to make room for the magic, the miracles, and to be in the awe of the unseen universe. We are learning to pay close attention to supposed “coincidences” and not to dismiss them as accidents. We are rediscovering our connection to our ancestors and beginning to see our lives as a continuum of our family trees. We are discovering our soul’s life mission and purpose and truly paying attention to it—aware as we are of how important it is to embody it and make it manifest.

      Each story in this book is the story of a unique personal journey of one individual. But its impact reverberates beyond that of one individual life. Its influence spreads close and far—to the storyteller’s family, students, coworkers, immediate community, and the entire world. For as you change, so does the world around you.

      Enjoy.

      
[image: image]

      ITZHAK BEERY is an internationally recognized shamanic healer, teacher, and author. He was initiated into the Circle of Twenty-Four Yachaks by his Quechua teacher in Ecuador and by Amazonian Kanamari Pagè. He has also trained intensively with other elders from South and North America. The founder of ShamanPortal.org and cofounder of the New York Shamanic Circle, he is on the faculty of the New York Open Center. His work has been featured in the New York Times, films, TV, and webinars. An accomplished visual artist and owner of an award-winning advertising agency, he grew up on Kibbutz Beit Alfa in Israel and lives in New York. Itzhak’s book The Gift of Shamanism: Visionary Power, Ayahuasca Dreams, and Journeys to Other Realms was published by Inner Traditions. His website is 
www.itzhakbeery.com.
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      The Three Stages
of Spiritual Unfolding
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      Hank Wesselman

      In considering the initiatory experience of shamanic impact, many people are aware that my wife, Jill Kuykendall, and I were drawn into connection with a Hawaiian kahuna elder named Hale Makua; this occurred during the last eight years of his life. One of the things that Makua discussed with us during that time was our uniquely human experience of spiritual unfolding—a process in which we, as souls, grow and become more than we were, often through the experience of shamanic impact. His shared wisdom and our conversations with him have been published in my book The Bowl of Light: Ancestral Wisdom from a Hawaiian Shaman. Others such as Ken Wilber have addressed this phenomenon as well.

      Allow me to now bring this topic up for consideration because when we understand fully what it is that we have stepped into—or as Makua was fond of saying, “what we have all signed up for”—the rest of our life may become increasingly clear.

      
        THE FIRST STAGE: BELIEF

        The first stage of our personal spiritual unfolding is belief. There can be many different kinds of beliefs: magical beliefs, mythic beliefs, rational beliefs, scientific beliefs, and so forth. Magical beliefs include the notion that we can dramatically affect the physical world, as well as other people and their lives, through the power of our ego—in other words, through our intentionality. Kids’ TV shows are filled with such beliefs—scenarios in which superheroes can leap tall buildings in a single bound, travel faster than a speeding bullet . . . or even heal others from life-threatening illness.

        A couple of the latest New Age fads illustrate this nicely. The film called The Secret is an example of magical belief systems in action. It draws upon the “power of intention” and “the law of attraction” so that we can manifest the things that we want and bring them into our lives. If one’s belief is strong enough, whatever one wants may magically appear. Through one’s focused intentionality, wealth, the perfect relationship, and a new BMW may all be manifested.

        Without casting judgment, allow me to observe that such efforts, though worthy, rarely result in effects that are measurable, and we eventually come to understand (and accept) that we are not all-powerful, that we cannot affect the world (let alone the universe) through our egoic intentionality. It is usually at this point that we begin to embrace mythic beliefs in which we delegate authority for manifesting our requests to God or to Jesus or to various other saints and sages, deities, and spirits—including those compassionate archetypal forces usually anthropomorphized as winged super-humans called angels.

        At the onset, we find much support for these mythic beliefs in unending avalanches of well-intentioned metaphysical books, seminars, and workshops, as well as in our organized religions. Yet at this level we are still dealing with beliefs, in this case the belief that the deities, including “the Creator,” have ultimate power over us and can be persuaded to serve us in various ways if our belief is strong enough, or we pray hard enough, or we do ritual and ceremony correctly or long enough.

        Sound familiar? Here’s the rub: While magical and mythic beliefs can be greatly sustaining in the short term, we eventually notice that not much changes in our lives in the long term. The problem with belief systems, whether magical or mythic, rational or scientific, is that they are at best mental phenomena—collective thoughtforms with strong emotional sentiments attached to them. And as such, we can continually embrace beliefs without ever changing our present level of consciousness in the least—in other words, no growth. Because of this, our beliefs usually fail to compel us in the end. We can believe in God or spirits or angels for decades, yet little to nothing may really change in our lives in response. This is usually when the second stage of spiritual unfolding occurs—faith.

      

      
        THE SECOND STAGE: FAITH

        Faith soldiers on when our belief systems falter, and most people choose to remain at this level because faith is another great sustainer, another great supporter. Yet faith can take us in two quite different directions. In one direction, faith can and does spiral us backward into belief. This is what fundamentalism is, and this includes the whole “born-again” phenomenon.

        Fundamentalism—whether Judaic, Christian, Islamic, Animistic/ Paganistic, or even Buddhist—is a trap of immense proportions on the spiritual path. This is because fundamentalism, despite all of its fervor and intention, ritual and rapture, proclamation and pontification, will not ultimately bring believers into connection with that which they are seeking. In truth, salvation lies in precisely the opposite direction.

        When faith is doing its job correctly, our self-serving and self-limiting magical and mythic beliefs, including faith itself, are transcended. With this courageous act (of faith) we are drawn not back down the hill into narcissistic and egocentric belief systems once again, but forward and up the hill into the third stage of spiritual unfolding—direct experience.

      

      
        THE THIRD STAGE: DIRECT EXPERIENCE

        Direct experience of the transpersonal realms of the spirits lies beyond both belief and faith. This is the shaman’s realm. It is also completely and irreversibly life-changing, revealing why the shaman’s path is of such interest to members of the transformational community. What we’re talking about here is direct connection, but not with our culturally determined mental constructs of gods and goddesses and angels. Rather, at this stage we discover that each of us has the power to engage in authentic transpersonal experiences through which we may discover the real archetypes. . . . And because these forces are etheric in nature, they make take a form that is meaningful to the one with whom they have come into relationship . . . as Jesus or Athena or an angelic being, for instance. Or they may reveal themselves as they really are—as the light beyond the form, and the formless beyond the light.

        Transpersonal in this sense implies that we are expanding beyond our personal self—and beyond those self-created mythical thought-forms that usually tell us just what we want to hear. In this we are talking about what the philosopher Ken Wilber and others refer to as the “deep psychic,” through which our conscious awareness can expand exponentially, allowing us to directly experience the authentic spiritual worlds and the forces that reside within them.

        In my small book The Journey to the Sacred Garden, it is revealed that most of us may be hardwired to be able to do this. When that genetic “program” on our inner hard drive (your DNA) is double-clicked with the right mouse, the deep psychic kicks in and true transpersonal experience then becomes available to us. The ability to do this is a learned skill that improves with practice, which is why a deep immersion experience in shamanic journeywork forms the experiential centerpiece of our hands-on Visionseeker workshops.*1

        Once learned, the shamanic method usually brings us into the experience of “Nature Mysticism.” This is an authentic spiritual path with heart that many of us experienced spontaneously as children through our contact with Nature. This is a path that may bring us as adults into direct connection with the spirits of Nature as well as with the World Soul—the same multileveled archetypal matrix and intelligence that many call Gaia or, following the Gnostics, the Sophia.

        Often, this connection may be sensed as an immanent and user-friendly presence that makes us feel good. Some of us experience this presence on the golf course, a fishing trip, a weekend camping expedition, or a trip to the beach. Through such experiences we may sense that Nature is aware of us, and that it may express itself through those archetypal forces the traditional peoples call “the spirits.”

        We’re not talking about belief systems here. We have now gone beyond them and beyond faith as well. We’re talking about the direct transpersonal connection with the sacred realms that define the mystic, and this is the realm of the shaman. As we mature spiritually, we are given more pieces of the puzzle to understand, and we eventually become aware that we have entered into communion with the Infinite.

        This experience inevitably draws us into the fourth stage of our spiritual unfolding—personal transformation.

        And nothing is ever the same after that.

        
[image: image]

        ANTHROPOLOGIST HANK 
WESSELMAN, PH.D received his doctoral degree from the University of California at Berkeley and has worked with an international group of scientists for much of the past forty years, exploring the fossil beds in Eastern Africa’s Great Rift Valley in search of answers to the mystery of human origins. Born in New York, Dr. Wesselman served in the U.S. Peace Corps and has taught for Kiriji Memorial College and Adeola Odutola College in Nigeria, the University of California at San Diego, the West Hawaii branch of the University of Hawaii at Hilo, California State University at Sacramento, American River College, and Sierra College. He currently resides on Hawaii Island with his family on their small organic farm. He offers experiential workshops and presentations in core shamanism at centers such as the Esalen Institute in California and the Omega Institute near New York. He is the author of nine books on shamanism, including his critically acclaimed Spiritwalker trilogy, the award-winning Awakening to the Spirit World (with Sandra Ingerman), and The Bowl of Light. His website is 
www.sharedwisdom.com.

      

    

  
    
      
        2
      

      Shamanic Impact

      
        From Child to Crone
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      Dana Jefferson

      My linear mind can point to one particular incident where my life was changed forever by a shamanic experience. Yet a nagging thought tells me that shamanism impacted and changed my life as far back as my Methodist childhood, when I had two professional educators for parents. I didn’t know at the time, nor did my poor parents, that the snakes I saw at the bottom of my bed at night were not a nightmare but a glimpse into another realm where those same snakes—who would later be my allies and helpers—lived.

      My childhood epilepsy was viewed as an unfortunate and scary disease resulting from a brain injury rather than a gateway to another world. Instead of hanging out with the kids in the neighborhood, I hung out with animals, birds, and all of Nature. Yes, perhaps the shamanic impact happened so far back that its starting point can’t be remembered, or maybe, just maybe, its true impact is yet to come.

      My gateway experience was simple but profound. I was struggling with my marriage, with my place on the church vestry, and with depression. I went to a very wise therapist who recognized a spiritual crisis when he saw one. He gave me books to read, such as Way of the Peaceful Warrior, which opened my mind to new possibilities in the world. Then he gave me an Omega Institute catalog and told me to pick a workshop in that catalog, any workshop, and just go. I knew Omega to be a wonderful retreat center whose central base was in Rhinebeck, New York. It offered all manner of spiritual workshops, but I had never attended one.

      During the same time period, I had my astrological chart read. The stars said that whatever was going to happen on a specific weekend in February would forever change the course of my life. “That’s odd,” I told the astrologer. “I signed up for an Omega workshop that weekend in Warrenton, Virginia. The course is ‘The Way of the Shaman,’ to be led by Michael Harner.” The astrologer then told me that if this workshop had the full effect that had been predicted in my chart, he would give me the name of an acquaintance of his who was looking for shamanic apprentices.

      From the very beginning, this workshop endeavor was to contain many initiations, and driving through the Washington, D.C., area on my own was the first. Having grown up in a small town that only had one stoplight and a mere five hundred people, I was terrified of driving in city traffic. When I had arrived successfully at my destination, I was therefore very proud of myself and fell immediately under the spell of Michael Harner (although going into the workshop I had no idea what shamanism was all about).

      Although there were at least seventy people in attendance in the huge room that the workshop was being held in, the gathering felt small and intimate. The first day I was lucky enough to sit at the same lunch table with Michael Harner, and thus I could further enjoy his stories. That weekend I was introduced to journeying. What we were learning seemed to come easily to me, but I attributed this to the power of my extremely overactive imagination.

      For the journeying exercise, we worked in pairs. One individual would pose a question that needed answering and the second person would try to intuit the answer. My partner was a woman I didn’t know and hadn’t spoken with her at all. The only thing I knew about her was her first name and her question, which was: “What should I do about conflict resolution?” Settling into the exercise, I had total performance anxiety, worrying that I wouldn’t be able to adequately intuit the answer, especially because I had no idea what her question really meant.

      I lay down on my blanket, eyes covered by a bandana, as the consistent drumming commenced. At this point in my mere hours-old shamanic career, I was only aware of one spirit helper—a crow that had spontaneously appeared in an earlier journey. (Much later I would learn that Crow would typically appear only when some sort of divination was required.)

      I did receive a message, but it made no sense to me and because of this, before I even told her what I had intuited, I apologized for what I perceived to be my lapse. Then I told her what I had gleaned. I discussed how my newly discovered spirit helper, Crow, had spread his wings before showing me a picture of someone. Coupled with this, the message I received was, “Diversity will make all the difference.”

      At these words the woman turned ashen. She then asked me to describe the person I had seen. This was easy, for my vision had been very clear—like looking at a photograph. The woman seemed totally taken aback by my description of the person I had visualized and it was at this point that she explained the meaning of her question.

      Her job involved training in conflict resolution. She had asked her question because she was trying to determine whether to stay with her old training partner or undertake an upcoming training with a new partner. She was Caucasian, as was her current partner. The new opportunity (if she so chose) would be with an African American male who exactly matched the description I had given her, thus illuminating Crow’s message about diversity making the all the difference.

      As this almost total stranger connected with the message of my journey, I felt chills run up and down my spine. I had just recently finished my doctorate in psychology and my world was filled with factor analyses and multiple regressions. My brain was prepared for insights gleaned from my subconscious, but it was not prepared for receiving specific information about a total stranger. In my world, this was just not possible.

      I had spent the last couple of decades shutting down my anomalous early-childhood experiences, seeking to be a normal person in a normal world. In an instant, the nice, structured rational world I lived in—of control groups and random number generators—was breached. I was terrified and spent the next several months, with the help of my therapist, trying to make sense out of what hadn’t made sense to me at all.

      I knew I had to work this out and not turn my back on the distress that this turn of events was causing me. I used to ride horses and frequently fell off them. I knew that the only way to get rid of the fear of falling was to get right back up on the horse again. So that’s what I did. I signed up for a one-week shamanic counseling course with Sandra Harner (Michael Harner’s wife). In the meantime, I continued to practice the journeying technique I had been taught, and eventually most of my immediate fear subsided.

      The shamanic counseling course was delightful. Coupled with Sandra Harner’s gentle explanations of shamanism, and the reading I had done after taking that first workshop, it helped to reshape my entire worldview. By the end of the week I was hooked! Dr. Harner talked me into signing up for a three-year shamanic training program offered by the Foundation for Shamanic Studies. From the astrologer I had worked with previously, I obtained the name of the individual looking for shamanic apprentices and ended up working with her for several valuable years until mama bird kicked me out of the nest.

      As the saying goes, when one door closes, another opens. At that point, I was introduced to a teacher who is still shaping my life today. He helped me to keep at least one foot on the spiritual path during the years where my main focus was on my energy-draining career as a high level government official. Now, as my path is moving forward once again, he is assisting me on it.

      It’s hard to believe that first shamanic workshop with Michael Harner happened twenty years ago. My spiritual path has since expanded beyond basic shamanism, but my spirit helpers and power animals (including a few additions) are always with me.

      Sitting in my living room with my new husband (whom I call “new” even though we’ve been married for a decade), I look around and see I’m surrounded by drums, rattles, representations of my power animals, my kachina, and souvenirs from spiritual journeys to foreign countries. I have learned many things, including the power of living in gratitude, and I have greatly expanded my spiritual tool kit. After these many, many years, I can clearly say that my experiences with shamanism were not a phase I went through or representative of a particular period of my life (such as the years I raced sled dogs or the years in graduate school or the years working as a human resources professional). I no longer spend every weekend going to or teaching shamanic workshops, nor is journeying the only way I get information anymore.

      However, that doesn’t mean that the world of the shaman is ever far away.

      A couple of months ago, I got a phone call informing me that my sister had been hospitalized. At the time, they hadn’t diagnosed the problem, but she was very ill. Due to the fact that she was hundreds of miles away, I felt a sense of helplessness and I panicked. My husband, in a firm voice, said, “Stop it. You’re a shaman. Do your shaman thing.” When I heard these words, it was obvious what I needed to do. I sent one of my power animals, Wolf, to aid my sister, asking that the aid he delivered be for her “highest good.” I then relaxed, knowing that everything would be fine—no matter what the outcome.

      Wolf had helped my mom cross over into Spirit about nine months earlier. At that time, I had been on the other side of the country and thus the only way I could communicate with her was by phone. So I called the hospital room and my sister, who was there with my mother, held the cell phone to her ear while I spoke with her, even though Mom was unconscious.

      The wolf I had sent to assist Mom looks very much like one of the huskies I used to own, whose name was Kolai. Mom’s condition was critical and I sensed her time was limited. I told my sister that I had sent Wolf to help our mother recover or to assist her in moving to the next realm. At that, my sister asked Mom if she had seen Kolai, and though unconscious my mom squeezed my sister’s hand, indicating that she had.

      I can’t imagine what Mom’s passing would have felt like for me, being thousands of miles away from her as she lay dying, if shamanism had not by then become part of my DNA.

      I’m also not sure what’s next on my personal shamanic journey, given that this journey is always assuming different forms. What is clear to me is that, as I approach my second Saturn return, something new is ready to be birthed. (A Saturn return occurs when the planet Saturn returns to the point in the sky that it occupied at one’s birth. Saturn returns occur at intervals of approximately twenty-nine and one-half years and are said to usher in another phase of that person’s life.)

      All I know for sure is that shamanism is no longer a separate thing, to be undertaken only when I have a chance to drum or journey. Spirit gave me the name “Winter’s Joy.” I add this to the many different names that I have gone by throughout my life. I’ve been called my given name, my chosen grandmother name (Taika), and other names by my loved ones. (I’ve also been called other things by those who don’t like me quite so much!)

      But all I truly know for sure is that when it’s my time to transition to the next world, I’ll still be Winter’s Joy, and my spirit guides will be right there alongside me, showing me the way.

      
[image: image]

      DANA JEFFERSON, 
Ph.D., was ordained as an interfaith minister in 2000 and has been trained in a variety of shamanic and medicine traditions. She is a 1998 graduate of the Foundation of Shamanic Studies’ three-year program and has been trained as a Harner shamanic counselor.

      Her doctorate is in psychology from the University of Delaware. After a thirty-year career, she retired in 2009 as the director of human resource management for the state of Delaware while president of the National Association of State Personnel Executives. She is lifetime certified as a senior professional in human resources. Since her state retirement, she has traveled extensively and worked part-time as a senior policy fellow at UMass Boston. She resides with her husband, Ed Tos, a black cat named Ouija, and two Silken Windhound dogs, Taymis and Apollo. Her son, Zachary Gordon, is married and a lawyer in Pittsburgh. She has two wonderful stepchildren and three amazing grandkids, Leah, Joseph, and Mia.
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      Urban Shamanism

      
        Treating Depression Using Shamanic Healing Practices
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      Ellie Zarrabian

      Clinical depression is one of the most common mental illnesses, affecting more than nineteen million Americans each year. This includes major depressive disorder, as well as manic depression and dysthymia, which is a milder, longer-lasting form of depression.*2 Coupled with this is the fact that antidepressant drugs such as Prozac, Luvox, Paxil, Effexor, and Zoloft have become household names and obtaining them has become almost as easy as purchasing any over-the-counter drug.

      Given such staggering statistics, as well as the side effects caused by these drugs and the tremendous amount of money that is spent by American consumers attempting to mitigate their mental health issues, it can be beneficial to look at alternative methods of treatment. These other methods may offer other avenues to health without being as chemically invasive, addictive, and/or financially costly. One such approach to treating depression is through the use of shamanic healing practices.

      
        WHAT IS SHAMANISM?

        Shamanism is believed to have developed during the New Stone Age and the Bronze Age. The word “shaman” derives from the Manchu-Tungus word ¡aman, meaning “he who knows.” Shamans can be found in all indigenous cultures of the world, from Southeast Asia to the Americas, Russia and the Balkans, and the Middle East, India, and Africa.

        It is questionable whether or not shamans of all cultures can be seen in the same light. Although this question may remain unanswerable, there are certain commonalities that shamans all over the world do share, together with common ritualistic practices, that make some generalizations possible. For example, shamanism may be applied to all religious systems in which the central figure or the spiritual leader is believed to have direct exchange, through an ecstatic state, with the transcendent world. This permits the shaman to act as healer, diviner, or psychopomp (a guide who assists individuals in making their transition to the afterlife).

        Shamans use ecstatic states for the purpose of helping to bring health and wholeness to affected individuals and communities. Once shamans enter these states, they are fully in control of their journeys to other realms and are conscious of everything that transpires. They are also able to invoke spirits and inner allies that will be protectors and givers of power.*3

        The belief system of the shamans and the rituals they use to perform the healings vary from culture to culture. For example, in her book Shamanism, Shirley Nicholson explains that Native American shamans hold the belief system that the universe has three levels—sky, earth, and underworld—that are connected by a central axis. These shamans use various techniques to journey from one of these regions to another in order to access the information they need to help the individual they are treating. Muslim Indian shamans, on the other hand, believe that there are three classes of living beings “higher” than men: farishta (angels), shaitan (satanic beings), and jinn (demons or spirits). They believe that it is the interference of the shaitan and the jinn that can cause chaos and disorder in a person’s life, creating an overall state of imbalance.*4

        My own interest, or rather, my initiation into shamanism, began at an early age. As a third-generation shamanic healer born and raised in Iran, I recognized early on that herbalists, soothsayers, religious healers, and shamans had their own place in society. Tracing any disease or illness of the mind or body back to the evil eye and/or immediate family or generational curses was as valid as seeking the help of a medical doctor who had been trained in the West. Folk remedies for such ailments involved enlisting various healers to murmur prayers and generate potions and to enact healing rituals and ceremonies (including animal sacrifices).

        Having been raised and educated in the West for the majority of my life, it was not until my mid-twenties that my own interest in shamanism resurfaced. It was then that I began uncovering memories of my paternal grandmother secretly engaging in such esoteric practices. Gradually, over the years, I began incorporating my ancestral teachings with my doctoral background in psychology to work with individuals who were seeking some deeper level of help.

        Over time, I have witnessed enough transformative results with my clients to know that this powerful path to healing remains relatively open and uncharted. Thus, the goal of this article is to create an avenue whereby other practitioners and seekers interested in urban shamanism might explore alternative means of promoting mental, emotional, spiritual, and psychological health and the well-being that it offers.

      

      
        MODERN-DAY OR URBAN SHAMANISM

        Urban shamans are everyday healers who continue to practice the essence of traditional shamanism in today’s modern society. In a sense, any individual working in the healing arts profession today is, to some degree, a modern-day shaman. These practitioners use a core belief system (such as cognitive/behavioral therapy, traditional psychoanalysis, dialectic behavior therapy, etc.) as well as techniques and rituals (a weekly visit to the therapist’s office, sitting or lying on a couch, talking about life events or dreams, and so forth) in order to promote mental and emotional health.

        A more traditional shaman, however, might induce and then access an altered state of consciousness within clients, as a way of obtaining more information about them and to accelerate the healing process. Sandra Ingerman, author, healer, and educator, is an urban shaman who utilizes altered states to promote healing. She uses a technique called “soul retrieval” as way to bring back an afflicted individual’s lost vitality and essence. In Soul Retrieval: Mending the Fragmented Self, Ingerman explains, “Soul loss is a result of such traumas as incest, abuse, loss of a loved one, surgery, accident, illness, miscarriage, abortion, combat stress or addiction.” She goes on to further explain, “Individuals who suffer from soul loss often carry with them a painful sense of incompleteness and disconnection . . . may spend years in therapy or self-help groups trying to uncover traumas and to become whole.”

      

      
        DOES IT ACTUALLY WORK?

        Jeanne Achterberg, author and professor of psychology at Saybrook University, did experiments to see if in fact shamanic healing rituals are beneficial. Her experiments showed that any healing ritual has a significant impact on a person’s physical and psychological well-being. She also demonstrated that incorporating ritual of any kind by healing practitioners is a way of encouraging hope in patients and reducing their depression and anxiety. She explained that it is the activity of the ritual—particularly if it prescribes a series of behaviors that has the critical psychological effect of pacing people through difficult times—that makes the difference. These rituals provide a road map for the unseen, unknown, and uncharted territory. In “Ritual: The Foundation for Transpersonal Medicine,” Achterberg noted that these rituals can be but are not limited to acts such as “chants, songs, or prayers to quiet a troubled mind, making space for mental and spiritual clarity.”*5

        Another study by Marlene Dobkin de Rios, a renowned medical anthropologist and psychotherapist, revealed that using shamanic healing practices with the U.S. Latino immigrant population suffering from psychological and emotional disorders was far more beneficial and productive than using straight insight or talk therapy. She believes that this is because most indigenous people are apt to feel more comfortable with shamanic rituals as opposed to the traditional Western model of healing.†1

      

      
        MY CLIENT LINDA AND HER STORY

        Linda was referred to me by an ex-client of mine. Her initial reason for needing therapy was because she suffered from chronic depression. She mentioned that she had been receiving psychological counseling for a number of years and although her symptoms seemed to have improved significantly, her depression still lingered. She felt there were unresolved issues in her life that never seemed to get fully resolved. Not only had she been seeing a therapist for some time, but some years prior she had also gotten involved with occult practices. Although her spiritual practice had helped her initially, lately she felt it was compounding her depression. She had heard about my work from her friend and was curious to know whether or not I could help her.

        The next time Linda and I met, I checked in with my guides and was instructed to perform a shamanic healing. The session began with the same ritual I always practice at the beginning of every healing session. I had her lie down on my medicine table (similar to a massage table) face up as I stood beside her at the table’s head. I then held my hands in a prayer position and allowed myself to enter into a quiet place within myself where I could invoke the presence of the spirit world to help guide me through the therapeutic process.

        As I entered an altered state, I consciously began to surrender and let go of my will so that I would become an open channel for Linda. Once I was able to let go of my thoughts and ideas of what the session needed to look like or what I was expecting might take place, I knew the session was ready to begin.

        What happens next is different with every individual. With some I may not need to talk but instead perform the healing in silence. With others, I may have a continuing dialogue. In Linda’s case, I felt I needed to tell her what I was experiencing. While in an altered state, I began to see scenes rapidly flash by in front me. Each scene depicted a man with a young girl or an adolescent girl or a woman. Although each scene was different and took place in a different time period, the theme was always the same. Each one clearly depicted a man abusing, exploiting, or otherwise taking advantage of the child or the woman.

        As I described each scene, something began to shift in Linda. First she began to quietly sob, and then gradually her sobs turned into cries. She began to resonate with the images and said she had always suspected that her father had abused her as a child but she could not confirm it. Despite her numerous attempts to have her father acknowledge the abuse, he continued to deny that he had done so. This left her paralyzed and unable to move on with her life.

        As I continued to share the scenes with her, eventually something even more interesting began to happen. Linda began to see the same images I was describing. Pretty soon I would start describing a scene and she would finish telling me the rest of it. Each time she finished describing a scene, her body would relax more. It would appear that viewing the images helped her let go of the pain she had been holding on to for so long. We continued going back and forth for the next hour or so until there were no more images visible to either of us. Then I knew the session was over.

        Linda and I continued to work together for the next several months, processing the events of the session. The images had opened up a doorway for her, enabling her to do the inner work necessary for her to gradually understand and let go of the deep hatred and resentment she felt toward her father.

        As she continued to do this inner work, her sense of self became stronger. Her depression began to gradually lift, and each time I saw her she looked healthier and happier. She also became more confident in her own intuitive abilities and began relying on her intuition more frequently in her daily life. She no longer felt she needed an external source of affirmation for her spiritual beliefs and practices. Later, she used her gift to work with abandoned and abused animals. She was able to communicate with them and help them release their trauma . . . many of them were then adopted into loving homes.

        In the shamanic work that I do, I am often reminded of this wonderful Chinese proverb that describes the essence of shamanic healing as it relates to the innate restorative power of the human mind and body:

        
          When the winter is severe
        

        
          the pine trees in this ancient land
        

        
          stay green throughout the year.
        

        
          Is it because the Earth is warm and friendly?
        

        
          No, it is because the pine tree has within itself a life-restoring power.
        

        
[image: image]

        ELLIE ZARRABIAN, Ph.D., obtained her doctorate in psychology from Saybrook University in San Francisco in 2010, her master’s degree in transpersonal psychology from John K. Kennedy University, and her bachelor’s degree in psychobiology from UCLA. In 1992 she became a certified massage therapist and worked for a number of years treating trauma in the body. After receiving her master’s degree in 1997, she became a drug and alcohol counselor and worked with individuals struggling with addiction. From 2001 to 2010 she held a teaching post at Santa Monica College in the department of behavioral studies teaching psychology and spirituality to young adults. A third-generation shamanic healer from the Sufi/Jewish tradition of Iran, she is the founder and spiritual director of Centerpeace Foundation (www.centeronpeace.com) and the Centerpeace Project (www.centerpeaceproject.com) in Los Angeles. She is also a member of the American Psychological Association, the Los Angeles County Psychological Association, the Society for Shamanic Practitioners, and the Association for Transpersonal Psychology. She is currently working as a counselor and shamanic healer in the L.A. area.
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      Shamanic Ecstasy
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      Alberto Villoldo

      When I was in my late twenties, I was a medical anthropologist doing research among indigenous peoples in the Amazon rain forest. For one season I had a grant from a Swiss pharmaceutical giant hoping to find the bark or root that could become the next great cure for some of the top killers known to Western medicine. After all, the jungle is Nature’s pharmacy, and at the time we knew less than 1 percent of the medicinal properties of the rainforest plants. I was fresh out of graduate school and penniless so I thought I would give it a try.

      I spent months canoeing to remote villages in the Amazon. Some of the settlements were extremely isolated and the villagers had not seen many light-skinned people before. When I arrived the children would run up and brush my arm to see if the “white dirt” would rub off. Right from the start I knew I was undertaking an impossible mission, because the peoples in the Amazon rain forest did not have to deal with the illnesses I had been commissioned to find a cure for. In fact, they had no dementia, no Alzheimer’s, no heart disease, and seldom did I encounter a case of cancer. These are the diseases of civilization, the maladies of the white man that no herb or root could cure.

      I returned from the Amazon many weeks later empty-handed. My sponsor was disappointed that I hadn’t brought back the plant ingredient for a blockbuster drug that would make all of us famous. However, I did return with the wisdom of the shamans who had taken me under their wing. I learned there was a secret ingredient to health that could be found in the rain forest, but it wouldn’t fit in a backpack and couldn’t be pressed into a pill. It was not a sprig or a root or a bark. It was One Spirit Medicine. It was, the shamans told me, the medicine that would allow a person to become like a jaguar and journey consciously to the realms beyond death to return with the practical wisdom that could heal them.

      At the time I had difficulty understanding what the shamans were trying to explain to me. I had read about the B’alams, the jaguar priests of ancient Mexico, who thought themselves to be mystical jaguars. But I believed they were talking about ayahuasca, the legendary vine of the dead, which allows you to see your life-journey with stunning clarity and understand the workings of Nature. The protector spirit of this sacred plant is supposed to be a black jaguar that can grant you the gift of immortality. And it was reputed to show the practitioner the realms beyond death. In fact the word aya means “death” and huasca means “vine.” It would be many years later, with dozens of ceremonies with the Mother plant under my belt, before I would be able to comprehend what they were talking about. One Spirit Medicine turned out to be a state of awareness in which people recognize their union with all of creation without losing the Self, the observer. It is a blissful state that allowed the shamans of old to discover the Mother plant and her psychedelic gifts as well as hundreds of other healing remedies. And the most powerful of these remedies was the experience of the journey beyond death.

      Take curare, for example, a muscle relaxant that causes paralysis and is known as “arrow poison” in the rain forest. Curare is prepared by a combination of as many as fifteen different plants, carefully boiled for seventy-two hours. During the cooking process the brew produces a sickly sweet aroma that when inhaled by the person cooking can cause a painful death through paralysis. The muscles in your chest fail to respond and you are unable to breathe, remaining conscious as you observe yourself suffocating to death. Curare is used by many peoples in the rain forest for hunting by anointing the tip of the darts they use in their blowguns. When the animal they kill with curare is cooked, the cooking neutralizes the poison and the meat can be ingested safely. When you ask the shamans how they discovered curare (the odds of doing so by trial and error are nearly impossible), they respond, “The plants taught us.”

      I had a glimpse of One Spirit Medicine in that far-flung expedition to the upper Amazon. My epiphany came as I was paddling our canoe through a tributary of the Mother of God River. We had run out of gas in our peke-peke, the native river craft that are so called because of their noisy, two-stroke lawn-mower engines. My guide and I were paddling lazily and our canoe was drifting downstream on a gentle current while I muttered to myself that we should have brought an extra five-gallon fuel can with us.

      Then, as I dipped my paddle into the water, the river became liquid gold, and the river, the canopy of the jungle, and I were a single breathing, pulsing organism. For an instant, all of creation was happening inside of me, and I had vanished, disappeared into the tides and eddies of the waterway. Yet I remained the witness of All and One with the forest at the same time. I comprehended the singing of the birds and the howling of the monkeys, and I heard a voice, or rather had a deep sense of a voice, that said to me that I belonged to the forest and in the forest, that I belonged in the primordial garden. And then the moment passed and I was again straddling the bow of the boat, gripping the paddle in my hands, my face wet with tears. When I looked at my watch, more than an hour had gone by in what had seemed like seconds.

      As a result of this ecstatic experience I awakened to a reality that had been hidden from me: the invisible world of Spirit. Until that moment I believed that the shamans were the envoys that communicated with the supernatural world. After that experience, I understood there is no supernatural world; there is only the natural world with a visible and an invisible component. I understood that our more familiar visible world is born of and arises from the invisible domain we call Spirit. And I belonged in that world, even more than in this one of matter and flesh. I had returned to the garden.

      Westerners are the only people on the planet to have a mythology in which we were cast out of the Garden of Eden. Everyone else—from the Native Americans to the Aborigines of Australia to the sub-Saharan Africans—were given the Garden to be its caretakers. And that day, I had been welcomed back to Eden. For the shaman the natural outcome of such an epiphany is a commitment to the stewardship of all life on the Earth. The experience is seen as a calling. And I took it as such. The bliss that I felt that day drifting along the river was profoundly healing. I felt welcomed back by Mother Earth to her rain forest. All my life I had felt homeless, until that moment. Yet while wonderfully healing, these epiphanies are not the goal. Dreaming a world of healing and beauty into being becomes the mission for those who choose to remain in the Garden.

      
        HACKING THE HUMAN BIOFIELD

        One Spirit Medicine works by upgrading the quality of the luminous energy field (LEF) that surrounds the physical body and tells our molecules, cells, and genes what to do. The LEF is a blueprint of the body, our field state (in contrast with the flesh and bone body, which is the particle state). It can be thought of as the software that informs our DNA (the hardware) and can switch off the genes that create disease and switch on the genes that create health. In my years of travel and work in the Amazon, I learned that sorcerers could create disease as readily as shamans could create the conditions for health. They are able to shoot psychic “darts” at the LEF of their intended victim so that they express the genes for disease.

        This was a terrifying discovery; I was interested in learning the healing techniques of the shamans, not how to hurt people. I learned that the practices could be misused in the hands of a novice or people who had not healed their anger or desire. It was the ethics and the intent of the shaman that made all the difference in the world. Upgrading the quality of the LEF brought order and healing; downgrading the quality of the field brought chaos and disease.

        I am not a Native American, so I needed to understand the workings of One Spirit Medicine not only in the language of folklore but also in the language of science. I realized that certain shamanic practices could best be understood with the help of classical field theory, a concept in physics used to describe the effects of gravity and electromagnetism. A field extends through the vastness of space, even though in practice it may be limited to the region closest to the body that generates it. For example, the Earth’s gravitational field extends to the farthest reaches of the universe. Newton explained that the strength of fields diminishes with distance to the point of being undetectable.

        Fields occupy space, contain energy, and hold information. So for example the electromagnetic field from a radio tower (the signal) can contain information about a weather forecast. Fields influence the particles within them; thus your LEF organizes your physical body (and your psychological experiences) according to the instructions encoded within it. Most of these instructions (your beliefs, emotions, and prejudices) are inherited from your parents. Your LEF replicates the heart conditions, the breast conditions, and the psychological stories and dramas that cut across generations in your family.

        Despite our longing to see ourselves as different, better, more enlightened than our parents, we continue to live out their poor health. Remember the day you looked in the mirror and realized you had become a spitting image of your mother or your father, despite vowing you would never become like them? In the end we live the way they lived and die the way they died because of the markings and imprints encoded in the LEF. In the East they call this karma; the shamans I worked with call it fate. As you upgrade the quality of your LEF you break free from the grip of fate—where your health and your happiness are predestined—and step into your destiny, which you can guide and direct.

        The LEF comes preloaded with the software that ensures the longevity of the species. This software destines the individual for reproduction so that the species can enjoy a long life. Longevity of species seems to be Nature’s primary agenda more so than longevity of the individual. Yet the shamans of old observed that Nature also relentlessly selects for intelligence, preferring brain over brawn, wisdom over brute force. When we study evolution carefully, we see that it is the wisest, and not the fittest, that thrive. Mother Nature gave us the possibility of “hacking” our LEF, breaking into password-protected regions of the DNA code that would allow the wisest among us to express the genes for longevity of the individual. These ancient shamans were interested not only in healing the sick, in mending the body after it had broken down, but also in upgrading the quality of their LEF to ensure the longevity of the individual—creating a long and healthy life. They discovered that the LEF consists of light and vibration, so whatever you vibrate in your LEF, you create in your body and your health.

        When you erase the imprints for disease in the LEF, you create the conditions for health—and then disease goes away. You can break out of the bell curve that says that you will die from heart disease or from cancer or suffer dementia. You not only heal disease, you prevent disease in the first place and create optimal health.

      

      
        REPAIRING THE BRAIN

        I learned this firsthand in the Amazon, but I also discovered that for modern people clearing the imprints for disease in the LEF is very hard to do. This is because our brains have been damaged by toxins, heavy metals, and stress. A person living one hundred years ago in America ate only free-range, grass-fed, organic foods. There were no pesticides and industrial chemicals, and the rivers and the air were largely unpolluted. We can no longer readily access the brain-mind states necessary to experience unity with all Creation and upgrade the quality of our LEF. No matter how long we meditate or how many times we chant OM, the invisible world of Spirit eludes us. But once we detox and upgrade the brain we can tap into One Spirit Medicine, and everything changes.

        One Spirit Medicine awakens us to the invisible world of energy, where everything is intertwined in an entangled universe, and where every thought you have impacts every molecule in the cosmos, including every cell in your body. After you’ve experienced it, you cease to identify exclusively with your roles and the drama in the visible, material world. You are born into a new life, one in which you recognize your Christlike, Buddha-like, illumined nature.

        However, there’s more: when you experience One Spirit Medicine, you recognize that you’re not just intertwined with all of Creation; you and the Earth are inseparable. How can you not attend to your own well-being if you care about the Earth and your fellow beings? The idea that you have to look out for number one and damage the Earth or hurt others in order to survive becomes incomprehensible. This is the source of the Lakota greeting mitakuye oyasin, “all my relations,” where we acknowledge our interdependence and connectedness.

        When I experienced this awakening, it was deeply disturbing to that aspect of my Western education that didn’t believe in the invisible world and was certain that the predatory world of mortals competing for limited planetary resources was all that existed.

        One Spirit Medicine allowed me to realize that everything in my life is something I’ve chosen to dream into being—whether it’s the emotional pain and suffering I may be experiencing or the sense that you and I are enemies or adversaries. Even the apparent schism between the visible world of the senses and the invisible world of Spirit is an illusion I have subscribed to. It’s a helpful illusion when trying to operate in everyday life. It’s not exactly easy to pay for your groceries at the cash register when you are in a state of timelessness, experiencing your oneness with the cosmos. (But this is only so because I believe it to be so.)

      

      
        AWAKENING YOUR INVISIBLE SELF

        After spending years in the Amazon, my body was exhausted. To get to the virgin rain forest I had to go by the last outposts of Western loggers and fortune seekers. And these were filth-laden river towns riddled with disease—curious how the white man is the only creature on the planet that fouls his own nest. In the process I had picked up far too many parasites and had suffered through too many courses of antibiotics. After all this I was determined to focus my research on the high Andes Mountains and its shamans.

        Among the descendants of the Inca I discovered a flourishing community of practitioners of One Spirit Medicine. I was the first American anthropologist to have contact with the Q’ero Nation, a people that escaped to high mountain refuges at the time of the Spanish conquest, and whose practices and beliefs were untainted by Western religion and customs. Among the paqos (shamans) of the high Andes there is a belief that all life emerged from the Texemuyo, the One Source, and that the Texemuyo is not a place but a field of awareness that envelops us and creates the cosmos newly each moment. And in the same way that we exist in the world of time and form and shape, we have an invisible self, a self devoid of body or form, which resides outside of ordinary
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