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What Does It Mean to Be a Shaman?

Shamanism has become a buzzword for those seekers who are consciously on the path of their spiritual growth. In this book, what do I mean by this term? I define shamanism as the practice of drawing on energy from other dimensions of reality to consciously create one’s own life and the life of the community one serves.

This statement contains several implications. It assumes that indeed there is another reality, that there are other dimensions of consciousness. It also implies that the individual lives within a community, not separately as an island, but with conscious interaction to activate his or her life purpose. That is, the practice of serving the community assists the shaman in applying the universal principles of co-creation of reality. Getting outside of one’s own skin and helping others is a good antidote to the rampant selfishness in today’s Western culture that leads to loneliness and isolation.

The shaman of traditional earth-based cultures may have felt a sense of isolation as he or she journeyed to capture information and power from other dimensions. But it was the isolation of solitude which comes from the realization that one is on one’s path and that one has one’s work to do – not the loneliness that comes from not being respected or understood by a materialist culture.

Shamans by their very nature are mystics, people who tap into other dimensions for their answers. Being a mystic means surrendering to the presence of Spirit in one’s daily life, sometimes at unexpected moments. Each of us could list occasions when answers or insights came to us unbidden when we least expected them. In my own life I can enumerate: A near death experience in which I received the skein of my life purpose; two spontaneous flashes of the same lifetime, one during dinner, the other out-of-body; an authoritative inner voice warning me of the impending demise of the spiritual organization I was involved with; orders from the inner voice to walk, then run, then walk again to my destination, in order to improve my sense of timing - the list could go on and on. The point is that those of us who accept another reality as part of life will have an easier time receiving messages from Spirit without undue suspicion.

It is important to develop one’s own code or system of receiving information, to become proficient at listening. Moreover, with practice one discerns just how much energy is available for each project, and what type of energy it is. Then one will not be disappointed in not winning the lottery, when the energy available is for building a business. One learns to read the state of the energy in the environment and to look for clues on how to work it.

This book consists of a series of short articles, accompanied by exercises to apply the concepts. It presumes some knowledge of traditional shamanic practices in indigenous cultures. If you are unfamiliar with shamanic journeying, I suggest you read the works of Mircea Eliade and Michael Harner. It is not my purpose here to teach a system of Native American shamanism, but rather to illustrate how to work with the life force energy consciously to create everyday reality.
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How I Came to Write this Book

I remember my grandfather’s serenity as we walked to the dime store when I was four. Many times few words passed between us, but Pa radiated a sense of peace as we moved toward our goal: to buy marshmallow peanuts as Saturday treats for me and his inner child. I wondered at my grandfather’s tranquility, for he seemed to live in a world of his own which I could not penetrate, telepath though I was. Many years later, as I was touring North America giving lectures on meditation and reincarnation, he revealed his secret.

My grandfather Bruce Garner was twenty-six (in 1921) when he had a vision while plowing his Tennessee fields one morning. His entire future was shown to him during the course of two hours — he plowed straight through and didn’t go home for lunch, which was unheard of for him (he loved food). Among the details of Pa’s vision was my father’s (his future son-in-law’s) last name, Dubiel, which he had never heard before. (My parents met in 1948.) Pa saw many circumstances of my parents’ rocky marriage as well as details of his own life and the lives of those close to him. Evidently everything occurred just as he had seen it up until 1978 when he revealed this vision to my parents, long after my grandmother’s death. (He had never told her.)

When he was eighty-three my grandfather predicted the circumstances of my father’s death. Nine years later the situation occurred just as my grandfather had foreseen — my father stopped in his car along the side of a country road, doubled over with pain — except that my father didn’t die. My father’s free will superseded the destiny my grandfather had seen in his vision. Nevertheless, knowing that my grandfather had been clairvoyant was very validating for me in my metaphysical work, as was his special relationship to lightning — he had been struck twice directly, with no permanent ill effects.

Gradually I have come to understand that my grandfather was a shaman of the unconscious sort so prevalent in the early years of settled rural America. His garden was his lifeblood; even while working in a factory in Chicago, he managed to turn his backyard into a peaceful haven of morning glories. When Pa retired he immediately moved back to Tennessee where he cultivated about a quarter acre in vegetables until he broke his hip at age ninety-five. After that, when he could no longer crawl around among the peas and beans, his mind failed and he lost his joy in living; he died just after he turned one hundred. For many years Pa’s health and longevity were an inspiration to the family, but more than that he was a symbol of tranquility and serenity.

My own childhood was stormy and unsettled. We moved constantly — my happiest times were between the ages of two and five when my parents and I lived on three farms in northeastern Illinois. I enjoyed having special chickens, my cats, my German Pointer, rabbits, little piglets… I also yearned to go off in the woods and visit the coyotes and raccoons that I would see when I accompanied my father on his tractor in the fields. When I was five we moved back to the city. I hated the mentality of the urban kids— too harsh, disconnected from the earth; was not fond of school— too many confusing energies from other kids for me to sort out properly; and did not appreciate the small town mentality of my mother’s family, who had created an emotional replica of rural Tennessee in the middle of the city.

Nevertheless, my parents and I had fun going to the forest preserves on Sunday afternoons outside Chicago, where my father would gather wild onions and herbs, or all three of us would pick berries to take home. From these excursions I got the healthy idea that recreation involves active participation with nature, not just drinking beer by a picnic table or vegging out in front of the TV. We enjoyed nature’s bounty at home. My father had tried organic farming in the fifties — he was ahead of his time — and he passed on the value of consciously cooperating with the earth to me.

One day after school when I was twelve, I saw an apparition of Jesus in the hall - he seemed to be a swirl of purple light. When I arrived home I announced to my parents that I wasn’t going to be a meteorologist, after all, but a Catholic priest instead. That was the context I had at the time for my mystical experiences — and thank God there was room in my Catholic upbringing for them! However, as puberty set in, I acquired a false sophistication and eventually forgot about my intention after seven years in the seminary, even though my father had dedicated me to the Blessed Mother (read: the Goddess) when I was eleven. It took a near-death experience during surgery when I was twenty-three (described in the Introduction of my previous book, (Body Signals: Healing Through Physical Intuition) to remind me of my path: “to teach others how to develop their ESP” (extrasensory perception, or intuition, in the words of my 19 73 inner voice). This mission has always provided me with ample opportunities to make a difference here on this planet.

Even before the near-death experience I always counted on insight from altered states of consciousness to save me in times of crisis. When I was in trouble in seminary when I was fifteen, my life literally flashed before my eyes — the major events, one after the other. I had total concentration on the process as it was going on in my mind’s eye. Five minutes later the rector was asking me to make a life-changing decision on whether to stay in the seminary or leave (I chose to stay four more years). It seemed I could always count on my altered state access to bail me out of tight situations, such as difficult exams. It was a hidden part of me that I had no label for, until I joined the Inner Peace Movement in 1974 and learned to develop and direct my intuition over the next six years.

I knew next to nothing about Native American spirituality when I met Elizabeth Cogburn in 1982. She was an Anglo shaman living in New Mexico who introduced me to my first pipe ceremony, my first group drumming, and my first healing trance dance. That year I began journeying in the Michael Harner style, where I met my two basic power animals (the raccoon and the red deer). I also started to participate in sweat lodges in the Lakota tradition; in 1983 I journeyed on a vision quest supervised by a Pottowatomie medicine man and became a pipe carrier. In 1985 I participated in a firewalk and later that weekend met more power animals associated with chakra points in my body.

In 1987 I began a series of journeys to Russia where I met several folk healers and experienced their style of work. I was healed spontaneously of walking pneumonia in 1990 while taking a traditional Finnish sauna (with steam) followed by immersion in the cold waters of Lake Ladoga. I believe that I was a Finnish shaman in that area (Karelia) in a previous life — and that my resonance with the earth there had crossed over into this life and contributed to my healing.

Gradually I have come to accept myself as an “informal shaman,” as the Russian magazine Science and Religion labeled me in 1989. The roles of medicine man, oral storyteller, herbalist and weather worker have accompanied me in many lives. The fact that my grandfather had Native American blood may have given me an instinctive confidence, but being an informal shaman essentially means that I am not bound to a particular tradition or a particular place. I am at home wherever I am, which means that I form relationships with the earth wherever I go. I have come to realize that given the current alienated state of humanity, where more than half the world’s population is urban for the first time in history, it is important that the people be empowered to form their own relationships with Nature, wherever they are. That is the purpose of this book — to provide tools to access the Earth’s power and use it to benefit all of humanity, indeed, all sentient beings.

A note on the cover: I have chosen the symbolic figure of Kokopeli for the cover of this book to represent the shaman as wounded healer. Much has been written about this concept, especially by the anthropologist Mircea Eliade. We find it in many healing traditions. Among the Hopi, Kokopeli is humpbacked — the hump on his back contains all the seeds that the people need for a good harvest. In the Afro-Cuban tradition of Santería, the spirit of healing is a blend of San Lazaro the beggar in Jesus’ parable and BabaluAyé of African origin, who is portrayed as suffering from skin disease. What kind of role model is this?

My understanding of these symbols is that they depict the shaman as a healer who has compassion because he or she has suffered. Life does not allow the shaman to forget this suffering. Therefore the shaman is a healer with feet of clay who does not get caught up in spiritual arrogance even though he or she journeys to transcendent states frequently. The symbol of the wounded healer is a useful reminder that as healers we are always learning, we are never perfected. Our humility acts as a vessel to receive the grace of divine love.
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The Art of Living Consciously

Every culture with an earth-based spirituality had its shamanic traditions, uniquely tailored to its needs. Hunting cultures of Siberia put great emphasis on the skill of the shaman to attract game for the hunters. More agricultural societies emphasized rain-making. Shamans among the Australian aborigines or the African Bushmen were able to harness the dreamtime to protect the community. Among many Native Americans an important role of the shaman was to prepare warriors for battle through dreams. In many cultures, the shaman still facilitates the rite of passage known as the vision quest which helps a young person find his or her role in the community. In his or her role as medicine person the shaman still journeys in many cultures to find a cure among the plant spirits. A common theme in all these instances is the shaman’s use of the other world of the nonphysical in order to sustain the physical plane in peace and harmony.

Traditional shamanism exists in a tribal setting. When societies become more complex, an organized priesthood develops which incorporates shamanic elements such as healing, exorcism and the blessing of crops. With the coming of organized religion, which has usually been patriarchal and transcendent in its point of view, shamanism is often driven underground because it does not depend on external legitimacy for its power. Shamans are mystics, and mystics always confront Source directly through personal experience.

The shaman needs to have a personal relationship with nature, even in urban technological societies. Therefore it may be advisable for the practicing shaman to shed some cultural baggage in order to participate in the co-creation of daily life through working with the natural world. A simple lifestyle makes this easier.

While some individuals have been given signs that they have been chosen as shamans — being physically struck by lightning, ritual dismemberment during astral journeys to the underworld, receiving divine blessing through visions and apparitions — the practice of shamanism is really about adopting a mindset of conscious cooperation with the forces of God in nature. Each person can adopt this as a point of view that infuses his or her life. Once we accept “the miracle of the mundane,” our experience of life changes dramatically and quickly. God’s voice is heard throughout the day.

Here is an affirmation to remind us of the path of the shaman:

I live in two worlds at once, happily and successfully. I bring the power of the other world here to benefit myself and others.
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