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FOREWORD

I.

From the mountainside where I live in northern New Mexico, I gaze upon two different worlds. In the far distance I can see the glistening roofs of Los Alamos, the most famous weapons laboratory in the world, nestled against the Jemez Mountains. Here, during World War II, the Manhattan Project scientists created the atomic bombs that were dropped on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And in the middle distance, only a few miles away, I see the valley of the Rio Grande, along which stand several ancient pueblos.

A more striking contrast in civilizations and worldviews can hardly be imagined. In the pueblos, life remains attuned to the rhythms of the land and river. Ideas such as harmony with nature and the sacredness of all things are still honored. Pueblo healers continue to believe that health requires attention to the soul, and that damage to or loss of the soul sets the stage for illness, ideas discussed in this fine book by Constance Grauds and Douglas Childers. At Los Alamos, however, where the scientific perspective and the goal of dominating nature rule, soul is considered a quaint idea that has outlived its usefulness.

Do we need the soul anymore for any purpose? Have healers throughout history had it wrong? Is there any reason for Grauds and Childers to be concerned about the soul’s health in this book, or should the idea of the soul be consigned to the dustbin of history?

Invitations to the soul’s funeral are premature. In fact, the evidence for the soul is stronger now than at any other time in human history because of a growing body of scientific data favoring the existence of an infinite, soul-like quality of human consciousness.1 All told, this evidence suggests that human consciousness behaves infinitely in space and time—that it is not limited to specific points in space such as brains and bodies, and that it is not confinable to specific points in time such as the present.2,3 In sum, these findings suggest that space and time are simply not applicable to certain operations of consciousness. Consciousness is nonlocal; it is both trans-spatial and trans-temporal; it is not in space and time. The implications are profound—for if something is nonlocal or infinite in space, it is omnipresent; and if nonlocal or infinite in time, it is eternal and immortal.4 This nonlocal faculty of consciousness profoundly resembles what has been called the soul throughout human history.5 Accompanying this evidence is a growing body of sophisticated hypotheses that may explain these phenomena.6–10 Only by ignoring these developments can the soul be so breezily dismissed.

A growing number of scientists and researchers realize that consciousness and soul are not illusions, not merely brain-in-disguise.

Many now believe that consciousness is fundamental in the world and cannot be explained in terms of anything more basic.11 Consciousness, in this view, is not manufactured by the brain and body, although it may work through them. As Nobel laureate in biology George Wald expresses the point, “Mind, rather than emerging as a late outgrowth in the evolution of life, has existed always . . . , the source and condition of physical reality.”12 Sir John C. Eccles, the Nobel laureate in neurobiology, adds, “I maintain that the human mystery is incredibly demeaned by scientific reductionism, with its claim to account for the entire spiritual world in terms of patterns of neuronal activity. This belief must be classed as a superstition. We have to recognize that we are spiritual beings with souls existing in a spiritual world as well as material beings with bodies and brains existing in a material world.”13 These scientists imply that Grauds and Childers are on solid ground in attending to the soul.

II.

To a shaman, as Grauds and Childers explain in the following pages, the diagnosis of many of our ailments is not difficult. The shaman would instantly recognize that we are suffering from susto—a loss of soul, a deadening of our individual and collective will, vision, and resolve, due in large measure to insecurity and fear.

It is fashionable to attribute this pervasive melancholy to the stresses of modern life and to the trauma inflicted by the terrorist attacks of September 11, but these are not the fundamental reasons that underlie our trepidations.

In spite of the threat of terrorism, we Americans have never lived more comfortably and securely than today, yet our fears are literally killing us. It isn’t the big dreads such as another September 11 that are so debilitating, but the cumulative effect of the insidious little dreads that have become an accepted part of daily life. Consider the fact that more American males have their first heart attack on Monday morning, around 9 A.M., than at any other time of the week14—the so-called Black Monday syndrome—and that the level of job dissatisfaction in one’s life is one of the best predictors of heart attack, right up there with blood pressure, smoking, cholesterol, and diabetes.15 Consider too the Sisyphus Reaction, the “syndrome of joyless striving,” named for the Greek mythological figure who was doomed forever to push a rock up a hill, only to have it slide down again.16 Research shows that individuals who are engaged in joyless, psychologically stressful jobs in which they, like Sisyphus, cannot control their task and make no visible progress have an increased incidence of sudden cardiac death. As an antidote to the emptiness that is created by meaningless occupations, we are engaged in a national stampede to consume antidepressants and anti-anxiety drugs in record-busting quantities, without bothering to attend to the reasons why we need these substances in the first place.

Grauds and Childers provide an alternative to this approach—the realization of a spiritual dimension that can be called the “soul side” of life. It is from this dimension that an energized sense of meaning and purpose flows, without which life is empty and bland.

III.

Susto—soul loss—afflicts the most comfortable, secure, luxury-laden society that has ever existed. The hemorrhage of spirit, soul, and energy must be stanched if we are to recover our vitality as individuals and as a nation. Are we up to the task? I am an optimist on this question. The vigor that lies at the core of America’s soul, which once stirred the hearts and hopes of the world, is not dead. But it is decidedly stunned by a new set of fears and by the dazzling promises of technology and the market, which suggest that the solution to our problems is to consume more and to medicate ourselves into an uncaring tranquillity to ease our nagging anxieties. Yet one of our most precious national traits endures—a deep-seated suspicion of artifice and false promises, and the capacity to identify matters of ultimate importance. Constance Grauds’s and Douglas Childers’s book is a wake-up call to what matters. It not only diagnoses a critical problem but offers elegant solutions as well. It is an invitation for every reader to perform a psycho-spiritual biopsy, assess her soul’s health, and take whatever restorative measures may be needed. It is difficult to imagine what could be more important.

Larry Dossey, M.D.

Author of Healing Beyond the Body, Reinventing 

Medicine, and Healing Words
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INTRODUCTION: Spirited Energy

by

Connie Grauds, R.Ph.

As a registered pharmacist, I dispense modern medicinal drugs to combat illness and alleviate afflictions of the body and the mind. As a shamana of Amazonian jungle tradition, I invoke the invisible medicine of the spirit to heal conditions of the mind, heart, and soul that often lie at the root of our bodily ailments. For shamans understand that spirit energy is the source of all life and vitality, in body, mind, and spirit.

Spirit energy, the vital force of life, is what we all desire and seek regardless of particular religious traditions or secular beliefs. Medical surveys show that “lack of energy” is the number-one complaint in physicians’ offices today.

In the unusual course of my life’s work I have sought to bridge two powerful medicine traditions. By integrating the spirit energy of shamanism with our modern health-care vision, a new level of sustainable health and vital energy, grounded in a vision of reciprocity and interdependence, is possible and available to all. The sustainable self described in this book naturally emerges from healing in relationship—with ourselves, with our family and our community, with nature, and with the Spirit of life itself that sustains us all.

My journey toward the health profession started in my early childhood, near one of Minnesota’s famed 10,000 lakes. I was like any other good Catholic girl and ace student, except for one overwhelming secret: My mother heard voices, saw otherworldly visions, and spoke to apparitions. “Psychosis” was the term the doctors used for what other people called “crazy.” And their prescribed “cure”—years of powerful drugs and electroshock treatments—reduced her to a haunted shadow of the person she had once been.

Being my mother’s daughter, “going crazy” became my biggest fear. I compensated by excelling in math and science, whose cool objectivity, anchored in knowledge, facts, principles, and laws, promised control over the wildness of nature, life, and the very unpredictable human psyche. It seemed that a mind grounded in the sciences could never lose control. I graduated from the University of Minnesota’s College of Pharmacy in 1969. I found a job as a health-care professional in an HMO. I married my college-town sweetheart. My life made sense. It seemed founded on unshakable ground.

For the next quarter of a century I was a practicing pharmacist. As a respected member of the medical community, I truly believed the high-tech pharmaceuticals I handed out would cure most ills. Over the years I filled hundreds of thousands of prescriptions. So many faces and names grew familiar as they came for endless refills year after year. Looking over the counter at these same customers asking for the same medications that had become their steady diet, I wondered, Are these drugs really helping? Are these people getting better? If I was really helping them, why did so many keep coming back? Why were so many never cured?

I was, and still am, aware of the fact that pharmaceutical drugs do help to alleviate suffering and facilitate healing for many. But I also began to notice that the pharmaceuticals I was dispensing often created dependency rather than true healing, and often generated side effects little better than the symptoms they were prescribed to alleviate. I became acutely aware of the fallacy of equating the suppression of symptoms with the curing of afflictions, or the absence of symptoms with genuine vitality and health. And my idealism and my faith in silver-bullet pharmaceuticals began to wane.

I also noticed something significant: Regardless of their ailments and medications, most of my customers over two and a half decades were complaining, in one way or another, of a lack of energy. They stood in line, lethargic, anxious, unhappy, depressed, often drinking coffee, grumbling over the side effects of the newest miracle drugs, waiting for refills of antibiotics, antidepressants, or tranquilizers. And their general complaints—fatigue, sleeplessness, depression, stress, anxiety, weight gain—boiled down to the same problem: loss of vitality. I grew tired of refilling prescriptions that alleviated symptoms while leaving people in states of diminished aliveness.

One day, in my early forties, I found myself on the other side of the counter, an anxious patient with a little lump on my throat. I was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. I had seen thousands of cancer patients over the years in every stage of the disease and the treatment, and I knew the physical and emotional devastation of both. Cancer is a brutal game of chance. As with Russian roulette, to win is to survive. Now I knew firsthand the fear and helplessness I had seen in countless cancer patients. They were in me. Facing the specter of death and disillusioned with Western medicine, I sank into the depths of a personal and a professional crisis.

Western medicine diagnosed and aggressively treated my condition and saved the life of my body. But it did not truly heal and revitalize me, or restore the aliveness I had lost somewhere along the way. It did not address the numerous underlying conditions and factors that preceded and perhaps contributed to my cancer. It did not address or alleviate the human fears that my cancer brought to a full boil—fears that remained after the diseased tissues were surgically removed and chemically bombarded from my body.

As I was gripped by those fears in my most vulnerable moments, Western medicine pointed me toward the path of medications that had made my mother a walking zombie. Medicating symptoms in the absence of addressing their root emotional and spiritual causes gives limbo, not life.

My cancer brought to my conscious awareness, now as a chronic experience, what shamans view as the root cause of all human afflictions: fear. I was living in fear. I was afraid of cancer as a malignant physical process; afraid of dying, afraid of surgery, afraid of physically devastating and uncertain chemotherapy, afraid of cancer returning even if my treatment was successful. And I saw that even before my cancer I had already been living in fear—of approaching middle age, of various physical ailments, of my disintegrating marriage, of my unsatisfying career. And I sensed deep, childhood fears that I had grown so used to I no longer noticed them and couldn’t even identify them. To my dismay, after the cancer was removed from my body, the cancer of fear remained in me.

For months on end I experienced fear’s effects and side effects: low energy, restlessness, anxiety, panic attacks, fatigue, depression, insomnia, a weakened immune system, and more. These emotional, physiological, and psychological conditions I had seen in countless patients over the years were now my own. And I no longer trusted the pharmacological solutions of my trade.

With my body and mind afflicted and my energy and aliveness draining away, my marriage of nearly twenty years ended and my life fell apart. I felt like dying, yet I wanted more than anything to feel alive. Then, through chance circumstances, I ended up in the depths of the Peruvian Amazon jungle, immersed in its multihued greens and its unbridled, primal aliveness. Within days I began to feel a deep calm and a renewed vitality. My true healing process had begun.

One night I found myself in a dim, smoke-filled hut, face-to-face with a jungle shaman. I had dealt with people at the top of their professions—high-powered doctors, surgeons, professors, educators, and hospital administrators. I had stared calmly across the pharmacy counter into the whirlpool eyes of psychotics, schizophrenics, and other troubled souls lost in the uncharted regions of the psyche. But I had never looked into eyes of such piercing depth as those of this simple jungle shaman.

Under the impact of his personal power—his jungle medicine—events took their own course. In that moment all the fear and helplessness rose up in me. I walked out of the hut after he finished his ritual and literally collapsed on the ground in an altered state of consciousness. That night I was plunged into the shaman’s realm, a disorienting world of visions, energies, healing, and transformation. The encounter precipitated a journey that led me from the depths of my fear into the depths of my spirit.

I now see my painful crises, my disillusionment with Western medical methods and perspectives, and even my cancer, as blessings in disguise. They opened me to alternative healing visions and worldviews and led me to an extraordinary Amazon shaman, don Antonio. I would spend the next decade as his apprentice, immersing myself in the healing mysteries of native Amazon rain-forest shamanism. Under his guidance, shamanic disciplines, visions and experiences, and the jungle’s natural, living pharmacopoeia became my course work and my textbooks. And on rare occasions, spirit entities literally became my personal physicians and teachers.

Gradually, over the course of my apprenticeship, I faced and healed the fears at the roots of my exhaustion, confusion, and illness and reclaimed my life. My shamanic training taught me things my Western medical training had not. I discovered that “my world” was largely a conditioned perceptual construct made of beliefs and interpretations used to limit the overwhelming flow of life within and around me. As new spiritual experiences and perceptions shifted or dissolved many of my seemingly solid beliefs, I learned to tap into and conduct nature’s inexhaustible supply of spirit energy. In this process I recovered the radiant aliveness that is our birthright.

We are all interdependent beings designed to conduct spirit energy in all of our actions and relationships. The key to abundant energy is a natural, trusting, and balanced relationship with life in every area, including diet, breath, exercise, work, relaxation, sleep, play, human relationships, and more. Shamans call the basic areas of life the entradas, or gateways. And they say we access and conduct the spirit energy of life through these gateways.

Shamans tell us that a wellspring of limitless energy exists within us, even when we are ill or energy depleted. This book will teach you to access and conduct this energy within by managing the basic energy gateways in your life in very concrete and practical ways. And when that energy is unleashed in you, you will experience a new vitality and a freedom in your spirit, just as I did.

I now work as a shamanic healer in the Amazon and in America, while teaching the healing properties of natural medicines to Western health-care professionals. As a pharmacist and shamana I seek to integrate modern medicine’s scientific knowledge and technological wizardry with “eco-medicine” or “spirited medicine.” For Spirit is the ultimate medicine, the substance of all energy and the source of all healing. A complete healing paradigm must include Spirit, the soul, and the body and must address the deepest roots of illness and dis-ease.

Both traditional shamanism and modern psychology agree that the root of stress, lethargy, depletion, anxiety, depression, fatigue, despair, and a host of other familiar conditions is fear. Shamans call this energy-depleting, disease-producing fear susto, and they treat it like any other disease. And when we heal the roots of susto in us, we recover the vitality and aliveness that it stole from us.

The information, insights, and exercises in the following chapters will be useful to you whether or not you feel susto is a factor in your life. They will help you:

•         Discern your energy leaks and their underlying causes.

•         Discover how energy works in the various gateways of life.

•         Understand these gateways as energy relationships, which can be as healthy or unhealthy as any other relationships.

•         Examine, assess, and address each gateway’s efficiency, or inefficiency, and see where and how you are dynamically conducting or leaking energy.

•         Learn to access spirit energy directly, relieve anxiety and stress, recharge your body and mind with vitality, and “up your energy voltage.”

•         Design an energy prescription for life that addresses your own needs and issues in all of the gateways.

My co-author, Doug Childers, and I hope you will use this book to reclaim the vitality and radiant aliveness that you were born with. Limitless energy is available for everyone to have a healthy, productive life full of vitality, meaning, passion, love, and joy. It is possible to create such a life for yourself. It is already yours in potential, and by design.

Now let’s take a closer look at energy from a shamanic perspective to see what it is, where it comes from, how it “works,” and more.



Section One

Personal Energy Crisis: 

Old Paradigm Problem,

New Paradigm Solution


1

The Quest for More Energy: Are You Winning or Losing the Energy Game?

[image: image]

The search for energy is the American Dream that never sleeps. Everyone wants more of it, and most people feel like they can’t get enough of it. In our pursuit of energy we may take up—for a while—demanding diets, exercise programs, and expensive vitamin and supplement regimes.

But the path to abundant energy is not product related. It is not achieved through extreme efforts or eccentric programs that prey on your fears or promote obsessive concerns about fitness, diet, and health. It is a path of balance, sanity, and intelligent self-effort that supports the most complex and demanding life and leads you into simple and direct relationship with your self and the Source of life. Health and vitality require proper energy management and are a by-product of it.

In nature, the basic life processes occur without confusion or dilemma. For most life-forms, managing energy is as simple as breathing fresh air, absorbing sunlight, foraging for food, resting, reproducing, living, and dying within an interdependent web of life.

Ancient shamans observed these natural processes and extracted simple principles that allowed them to acquire and conduct far greater amounts of energy than the average person. By understanding and managing the simple life processes and natural forces to which all creatures are subject and using their own bodies and minds as laboratories, they achieved personal energy mastery. And they shared their knowledge, or “medicine,” with their village or tribe.

But in our modern world, with its stressful pace and complexity, the basic life processes have become complicated, confusing, and riddled with dilemma. The body operates 24/7, waking and sleeping, without our effort. Disconnected from nature and alienated from our natural or “indigenous” self that intuitively knows what it needs, simple functions like diet, exercise, sex, and breathing may seem like near-impenetrable mysteries. So we turn to experts to understand, and hopefully meet, our most basic human needs.

We’ve acquired remarkable scientific knowledge about diet, exercise, sex, the brain, meditation and prayer, and more. But what are the fundamentals of human energy that, if applied, allow us to become revitalized energy beings? Here traditional shamanic wisdom is still relevant to modern life. The shamanic energy principles presented in this book confirm insights in modern psychology, modern physics, and modern scientific research. And no matter how complex the world becomes, our bodies, our minds, our relationships, and our vital energy systems will always operate on the same timeless principles.

The modern rush-hour lifestyle leaves millions too depleted to get sufficient exercise, relaxation, play, or even spend quality time with their families. This energy-depleting lifestyle can lead to chronic stress, anxiety, fatigue, high blood pressure, depression, insomnia, a weakened immune system, and a host of serious physical and psychological ailments.

Energy depletion is an inevitable result of unresolved life stress combined with common neglect. In our often anxious efforts to keep up the pace, we fail to do many simple, basic things that maintain our vital connection to the source of abundant energy that sustains us. And this matter of stress and anxiety is key.

The Wages of Fear

Today, frequent “orange alerts” and scare reports send anxiety rippling through our culture, increasing our stress, depleting our energy, and undermining our health and well-being. But even before the shocking events of 9/11 inaugurated an “era of terror,” nearly two-thirds of Americans were chronically under stress and sleep deprived, 40 percent experienced significant daytime tiredness, 60 percent suffered recurring fatigue, 65 million experienced anxiety, and 17.5 million adults experienced depression.

We are encouraged to seek energy and health in a cup, a serum, or a pill. Two of America’s top-grossing drugs in 2003 were the popu-lar antidepressants Zoloft and Prozac.

Natural energy- and health-supplement sales are up by 15 percent. Consumption of artificial energy boosters is at an all-time high. And coffee shops spring up across America like mushrooms after rain. But quick-fix energy substitutes and symptom-suppressing drugs cannot solve our long-term energy and health needs.

The cause of most enervation, depletion, and fatigue illness is not a lack of energy, but a life lived out of balance. This is true for an individual, a family, a nation, or a planet. To a shaman, depletion and fatigue are signs that we are habitually disconnecting from the limitless supply of energy that sustains us, or we are habitually obstructing or “leaking” the energy we have.

Call it chi, manna, spirit, prana, vitality, or Light; view it through the lens of shamanism, ancient spiritual teachings, modern medicine, or quantum physics—energy is the stuff of life, the ultimate medicine, the Holy Grail we’re all seeking. No one knows exactly what it is, but everyone knows it when they feel it. We know instinctively that our health, vitality, happiness, productivity, clarity, creativity, sexuality, longevity, and more depend on how much energy we have. And we know that the more energy we have, the better we feel.

Energy level is an indicator of our general health. A Yale University study found that energy levels had the highest correlation with general-health status and were the best predictor of both physical and psychological health over time. Energetic people, the study showed, are generally healthy, whereas the enervated are often ill, becoming ill, fighting off illness, or struggling with their low-energy condition. Illness, apathy, fatigue, anxiety, chronic stress, depression, and the like are all signs that we are losing the energy game.

The Western Fallacy of Pharmaceutical Healing

Nearly three decades in the trenches of Western medicine and a personal health crisis taught me firsthand that medications and operations do not cure fear, generate energy, or produce vibrant health. Those suffering chronic low energy and poor health who look to conventional Western medicine to restore their full vitality and aliveness are doomed to disappointment for the following reasons:

Conventional medicine is typically passive and remedial rather than dynamically proactive. Doctors give you things to take, and do things to you. But vitality is a result of a dynamic, proactive lifestyle.

Conventional medicine views the body mechanistically and treats it in mechanical and chemical terms, rather than in energetic and holistic terms. The body is an admittedly marvelous biochemical machine. But energy is not generated through mechanical or chemical medical procedures.

Conventional medicine generally ignores or denies the spiritual dimensions of sickness and health. And many recent scientific studies demonstrate that patients with deep spiritual beliefs tend to be healthier, happier, and better at dealing with stress.

Conventional medicine has tended to be remedial rather than proactive. Doctors give you things to take and treat your body to make you well after you are sick. Now forward-thinking clinicians are beginning to recommend lifestyle changes, knowing that health and vitality are a result of a dynamic, proactive lifestyle.

Not long ago we entered the era of holistic medicine, the consideration of the whole person—a big step. Now it’s time for holistic medicine to join up with energy medicine, spirited medicine, which is the medicine of the future.

         

Psychopharmacological prescription medications have helped millions of people with serious emotional or psychological disorders, but they can hardly be said to have healed them. These medications can seem to be a godsend, offering quick relief by suppressing, diminishing, and even eliminating painful or debilitating symptoms. But in our pharmaceutical culture, too many doctors prescribe these medications, and too many patients reach for them, in knee-jerk fashion.

Pharmaceuticals temporarily diminish anxiety, panic, and depression; decrease our emotional and physical pain; or kill hostile germs in the body. Yet they leave the root causes of our ailments untouched and diminish our capacity to feel. And our feelings contain vital information that is essential for our health, well-being, and peak functioning.

The containment, suppression, or elimination of unpleasant symptoms does not produce vitality or health. The real healing solutions lie in the realms of spirit and nature. To heal an unbalanced, stressful, or fragmented life, we must consistently access the life-sustaining sources of spirit energy.

Most preventable illness is a by-product of energy-depleting habits and behaviors that are driven by unhealthy thinking and emotional patterns. So healing also necessarily involves a change in consciousness.

By focusing primarily on symptoms and pathologies, Western medicine, even at its breathtaking best, remains an exalted science of damage control that cannot produce the radiant aliveness that most of us experienced in childhood. And that is what we instinctively long for.

We Are Nature’s Most Advanced 

Energy Conductors

Human beings are sophisticated organic energy systems participating in a complex relationship with the ultimate energy system of Life, which includes all of nature and the entire cosmos. All living things expend and receive energy with every breath, bite, movement, impulse, perception, and sensation. Everything that exists and all actions and events in the universe are energetic phenomena. Psychologist Carl Jung’s assertion that every experience and event in our life and in our psyche has an energetic value and impact confirms a principle shamans have long known.

Shamans view all states as energy states and see all interactions between us and the world as forms of spirit energy exchange. They know that our healing and vital aliveness depend on our relationship with the natural, vibrant, regenerative processes through which we conduct spirit energy. This worldview is compatible with current quantum physics’ views of the universe as a vast, interconnected, living sea of subatomic particles and waves of light and energy at times appearing as matter.

Yet if we are literally made of, and are living within, a limitless sea of light and energy, how can we suffer chronic low energy, fatigue, or poor health? Shamans say the root of illness and enervation is a subtle, primal fear, which they call susto. And they treat it like any health condition. In the next chapter we’ll look at fear from both shamanic and contemporary Western psychological perspectives, which are surprisingly parallel.
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Susto: The Root of Energy Depletion
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Is there a root cause of low energy, poor health, and emotional, physical, or spiritual disease? Western medicine says no. Amazon shamans say there is, and point to a condition or negative “spirit” called susto. To shamans, susto is “the worm at the core” of all suffering and disease. It is the “sickness of fear” that separates us from the Source of spirit energy and from our own soul or essential self.

Susto is a spiritual affliction that leads to a host of physical, psychological, and spiritual ailments. It devours our life force, distorts our perceptions, affects our functioning and our relationships, weakens our immune system, and renders us vulnerable to afflictions of every kind. Amazon shamans view low energy, apathy, anxiety, depression, and most physical ailments as secondary effects of susto, so they treat it at the first signs of its appearance.

Shamans speak of the “spirit of” a condition or an illness. Western medicine speaks of causes and symptoms. Both are metaphors of choice for two different healing paradigms. Yet if you’ve ever been truly frightened or “in the grip of fear,” you’ll appreciate the shaman’s view of susto as “possession by the spirit of fear.”

Shamans know that the hidden spiritual roots of any ailment must be addressed, not just the visible branches or outer symptoms that catch our attention. Seeing illness as a spiritual affliction and seeing healing as a restoration of the patient’s soul or true self, they treat a person’s spirit as well as his or her body. They know that the release from susto that reconnects us to our soul, our essential self, and the source of our life requires a shift in consciousness.

Western medicine can measure the biochemical effects of fear on the nervous system and the body and mind, but it cannot tell us what fear ultimately is, let alone what the soul is. Yet, however you define it, traditional shamans and Western medicine and psychology know that chronic fear can cost us our peace of mind, our health, our sanity, and our aliveness.

When don Antonio first told me about susto, it sounded like primitive superstition to my Western ears.

“But don Antonio,” I argued, “fear is one of the most common human feelings. Everyone experiences fear from time to time. What is there to treat, unless it becomes anxiety, or panic, or depression, or triggers a physical illness?”

He seemed genuinely puzzled by my argument. Finally, he said, “Connie, is it wisdom to wait for susto to produce secondary effects, and then just treat the effects?”

Put like that, it was a no-brainer. Don Antonio then explained the nature of susto. It can be triggered by an accident, an emotional shock, perceived danger, verbal or physical abuse, threat of abandonment or rejection, and other events. Chronic stress is already susto, eating away at the core of our life energy. He used the example of a jaguar in the jungle. If a jaguar crosses your path, fear gives you energy to take appropriate action, like running away. But once you’ve taken action and you’re out of danger, it doesn’t help to keep re-imagining the event, or to imagine the jaguar actually eating you. To keep fear alive in your mind and your body is susto.

Don Antonio said susto is easily remedied when treated early on. But if left untreated, it can develop into more serious conditions over time. It can become a habit that changes and may even define our personality. It can also be transmitted to others like any contagious disease.

Don Antonio told me, “Think of a time you were with someone who was anxious, upset, or fearful, or even happy or peaceful. Do you recall how you felt their feelings in a sympathetic response?”

I recalled attending a college football game and how easily I became swept up in the emotions of the crowd. Don Antonio said that we absorb each other’s energetic and emotional conditions, positive and negative, because we are energetically connected. The spread of susto is as real as the spread of a flu virus—and it is just as depleting.

Even Western medicine knows that chronic fear depletes our energy, that even low-grade fear or anxiety lowers our immune system over time, and that this makes us vulnerable to physical and emotional ailments. So recognizing susto as an energy-depleting spiritual condition that can cause physical, emotional
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