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      “Our modern world is hungry for Spirit, and this hunger leads to some dark places if it isn’t met by Spirit. The shaman’s path is the strongest means we have of addressing this hunger in a meaningful way. Kaldera and Krasskova offer a grand mix of tradition, magic, and reconstruction in service to a broad community. Those with a genetic, cultural, or spiritual link with northern European culture will find this book especially satisfying.”

      KENN DAY,
AUTHOR OF DANCE OF STONES

      “Neolithic Shamanism is a primer in the finest sense; it will prime you to get well started on this path. It is so thorough it can well be the first book of any you read about shamanism. It is also primary in a touching, inspirational sense: Raven and Galina have an almost childlike belief in the work and spirituality they love and teach, and they have the simple courage to tell us all, ‘This is For Real.’”

      CROW SWIMSAWAY, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF SPIRIT KNIFE, 
SOUL BONE

      “Neolithic Shamanism approaches an ancient practice with modern sensibility; it is both a restructuring and reimagining of tribal practices for a modern world. Still, it is based on techniques as old as the human race, hallowing life in all its forms. I find that the book inspires hope as the authors gently lead their readers to one conclusion—there is no part of life that is not sacred.”

      ÓCHA’NI LELE,
AUTHOR OF SACRIFICIAL CEREMONIES 
OF SANTERÍA
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        The Ancient World of Northern Shamanism
      

      Most of the ancestors of people of northern European descent lived in a harsh, uncompromising world. Battered by snow and ice for much of the year, tearing a living from the land by hunting, herding, fishing, and what agriculture could be managed in the cold North, they survived and so did their descendants. They began during the Ice Age at the bottom of the great glaciers and followed them north as they receded. They continued on this course until the glaciers stopped receding, in the Arctic areas where they remain today. Some lived in thick forest-covered mountains, some on ocean fjords, and some followed the reindeer across the frozen fields. They revered the Gods and spirits of their legends, of their people, of their ancestors, of the local place and the natural world around them.

      Mostly, though, they asked those spirits to help them survive. The animal and plant spirits assured them of a reasonable food supply. The spirits of oceans, lakes, and rivers gave them fish and drinking water. The spirits of weather helped them to know when to sow or harvest and when to stay inside. The spirits of fire kept them warm, and the Sun and Moon gave them a sense of time. The spirits of the land itself helped them to find their way around, if they were nomadic, or to give them energy and fertility if they were settled. Somewhere along the line, during the Ice Age (which took place approximately 110,000 to 10,000 years ago), people began to appear who had the genetic gifts of a particularly clear line to the spirits. We call these people shamans. While each culture had its own name for those people, we don’t know for sure what northern European people called their spirit workers, so we’ll go with shaman for now.

      The shamans explored and orally documented—in myths and fables—the natures of the spirits they worked with, how to find them, and, more important, how to behave toward them. They created a “technology” of altered states in order to hear them better and channel their energies more smoothly. They used their techniques to help their people, and their skills quickly became an evolutionary advantage. Shamans created relationships between the people and the spirits, and the spirits took an active interest in the welfare of the people . . . which meant making more shamans.

      The spirits chose people according to their inborn psychic gifts and interfered in ways that made those gifts stronger, that bred more of those qualities into the genetic bloodlines. Some people they invited and coaxed into practicing; some they took without their consent and forced into the job, for the good of the ones they would help. Some were taken to the very brink of death to be repatterned for greater energy channeling. Some of those went over the brink and did not survive. To be a shaman was to risk death, possibly multiple times, and to be set apart from the rest of the people. It was to be sacrificed to improve their odds of survival.

      Not everyone who had gifts went down the shaman’s path, which in our tradition, the Northern Tradition, always means a fairly extensive brush with death, usually through a serious illness from which shamans have to bring themselves back. Some people might forge alliances with a few spirits and do good for their tribe without being fully sacrificed to the shaman’s path—and this, too, is true today. Others fulfilled roles that supported the shaman, and these vocations were considered every bit as important. More than ever, we need to help people forge alliances with the spirits of Nature, if only to increase their love and appreciation for Nature itself. We’re not saying that everyone should be a shaman—it would be impossible—or even a shamanic practitioner. We’d just like to make it easier to access the most basic level of this tradition, no matter who you might be, because our world is terribly and dangerously out of balance. We need, desperately, to get right with the spirits; we need it more than ever before. We need to restore those ancient contracts, take up the unfinished work, and rebuild that community of reciprocity, respect, and right relationship.

      This book began as a discussion between us—two Northern Tradition shamans—when we were sitting around talking about what we wished we’d had in the beginning. When the spirits—divine and otherwise—came for us, it would have been great if we’d had a primer about what to do first, which basic skills to master, how to handle our spirit relationships, and how to avoid accruing spiritual debt or giving offense through our ignorance. We’d found some books on shamanism at the time, but they were all either anthropological and theoretical (which wasn’t useful for the practical side of becoming a shaman or shamanic practitioner), or they were based on Native American practices or a vaguely spiritual worldview with little or no cultural context. While it is true that many (although not all) techniques are found in shamanic practices all over the world, we eventually discovered that cultural context was actually very important. There were rules about interacting with Gods and spirits who we needed to know, and finding out from the Gods and spirits themselves through trial and error was effective, but often frustrating and confusing (and sometimes painful). If our tradition had not been stamped out more than a thousand years ago, if there had been elders to pass down the information instead of our creeping painful attempts to reconstruct the practices of our ancestors from spirit messages, we would have been taught these cultural rules—and we would have learned them before ever being taken up as shamans.

      Raven had written a series of books already—the Northern Tradition Shamanism series, put out by Asphodel Press—but they were more advanced books for shamans already partway down the road. Confused readers asked for something simpler, something that could be used by someone who had never done any of this before, but who was mysteriously drawn to it anyway. The training of a shaman in our tradition takes decades even with human aid, and longer without it. The training of a shamanic practitioner takes years at least. This book contains enough lessons for the first year or two. After that, consult the Resources for Further Study section at the end of this book, or, even better, find yourself a human teacher.

      Welcome to our world. It is a place of fire and frost, snow and storm, briny seas on rocky shores, and briny blood spilled on growing grain. It can be a frightening place sometimes. It is also a place of profound beauty, eye-opening knowledge, and soul-shaking awe. We may not have chosen it, but it’s now our home. We wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      
        Common Questions about the Northern Tradition

        First, a disclaimer. All the shamanic techniques and information in this book are specific to our tradition. There are many other shamanic traditions in the world, and they may have quite different practices, policies, and spirits. When we talk about our practices, we are not speaking for any other shamanic tradition but our own. We couldn’t—we don’t do them! So if you have studied other shamanic practices and what you read here doesn’t match in every way, put that down to cultural differences. We are all very different, and that’s a good thing.

        
          What do you mean by Northern Tradition?
        

        The Northern Tradition is an umbrella term for the ancient religion of the Norse, Germanic, and Anglo-Saxon peoples. Under this umbrella are a variety of sects or denominations, including Heathenry/Asatru (a scholarly reconstruction of Iron Age Northern religion from primary texts), Northern Tradition Paganism (a Neopagan non-reconstructionist sect), Norse Wicca (a Wiccan offshoot that uses Northern Gods), and probably others. If you’d like to know more about Northern Tradition religion in general, please check the Resources. Just as indigenous shamanic practices are embedded in the religious worldview of the people who first passed them down, Northern Tradition shamanism is the practice of the people of northern Europe from the late Paleolithic onward, seated within the worldview of their cosmology. It is the shamanism of our ancestors—meaning the ancestors of the two authors of this book.

        Some elements and practices in this shamanic tradition are the same as or very similar to the shamanism of the Saami people of northern Scandinavia, and that of western Siberia. At one time there may have been one overarching circumpolar shamanism that split into different pieces . . . or our ancestors may have borrowed heavily from their nomadic neighbors. Since we know that they engaged in extensive trading and sometimes intermarried with the Saami at least, the sharing of spiritual ideas would not be terribly surprising. There are also more “general” elements that are similar to many shamanic practices all over the world, and that’s probably just because when something works, people figure it out independently . . . or, perhaps, the spirits who inspired them happen to share knowledge with each other.

        
          What do you mean by shamanism? Why do you use that word?
        

        Our definition of shamanism is “a spiritual and magical practice that involves working with spirits and is designed to serve others.” It is distinct from thaumaturgic magic, which is working magically with directed energy, or theurgic magic, which is working with divinely inspired symbol systems like Kabbalah. Shamanism is working with entities, and that’s a whole different system. The word shaman is borrowed from the Tungusic languages of eastern Siberia and Manchuria, but it fills an important hole in our language, which no longer has a good term for what we do and who we are.

        Shamanism is also distinct from religion proper, because while it is certainly a spiritual practice and has traditionally been embedded in a religious cosmology, it is a practical discipline that serves people in concrete ways—healing, divining, channeling spirits, and generally enhancing people’s lives. Shamanism can be compared to monasticism in that while it is almost always embedded in a religious context, it is not a religion per se. It could also be compared to spiritual scholarship, which is similar to but distinct from nonreligious scholarship, and also cannot be called a religion.

        Shamanism is also distinct from mysticism in that it is goal oriented and work focused. Basically, being a shaman is a job. The primary duty of a shaman is to maintain balanced relationships between the community and the entities (Gods or spirits) involved, and between individuals and their Holy Powers. Everything else flows from that. The shaman is the servant of the holy, a mediator and diplomat. In this day and age, with so many of our indigenous ways destroyed, lost, or forgotten, the shaman is tasked with helping to reconstruct, renew, and restore not only our own tradition, but the ancient contract of respect, reciprocity, and honor that existed between our ancestors, their spirits, and their Gods. That is no small or easy thing.

        Mystics may share many of the same techniques, especially the altered-state techniques, but their focus is on pure experience. If you ask them “What good is this? What’s it useful for?” they will probably just smile and tell you that it has its own goodness, which you have to experience to understand. For mystics, it’s between them and the Universe. For shamans and shamanic practitioners in this tradition, the question “What’s it useful for?” is all-important. As servants of a tribe, rather than as sole questers for oneness with the All, shamans have to stop short of entirely merging with the Divine Web and instead find ways to utilize these experiences for the betterment of their people. In some ways, it’s much more of a bodhisattva than a Buddha path, although the point is not getting everyone off the Wheel of Life and Death. Shamanism is set in a context that values all worlds equally, one that sees body and flesh and blood and Earth as sacred; the point is to make things easier for people here and now. Therefore, shamanism is intensely practical, making use of every tool of ecstasy, as the anthropologists like to call it, in order to make actual change in the world. (An excellent comparison of the Path of Mystic Quest with the Path of Shamanic Mediation, as the author refers to them, can be found in the book Six Ways of Being Religious, by Dale Cannon. While the book uses only Christian and Buddhist examples, the projected paths can easily be applied to other spiritual contexts as well.)

        Many outside observers and peripheral practitioners of shamanism over the past century have been distracted by the tools of the practice, especially the techniques designed to create controlled altered states. They have seen the toolbox and missed the thing that was being built, and thus decided that these tools were the central feature and main point of shamanism. To us, that’s rather like saying that the main point of carpentry is to hammer nails into wood, with the corollary assumption that someone who sat around every day merely hammering rows of nails into random pieces of wood was a carpenter. In this tradition, at least, that’s not the case.

        At its core, shamanic practice creates a network of relationships with spirits. These are not metaphorical archetypes. They are living beings, entities of many kinds who can do things that we can’t, and if we are in good relationship with them and with our world, they may consent to do those things for us. We are not their superiors, and in some cases they are ours. The tools—and especially the altered-state techniques—are simply the means by which you communicate with the entities with whom you have formed relationships. These relationships can be very different, depending on who you are and the spirits you work with. In our tradition, any given spirit worker may have a variety of relationships, as different as the myriad beings available for such interactions.

        Some of those relationships may be akin to spiritual slavery, in that one deity (it’s usually only a God or Goddess who has the power to lawfully do this) has chosen you and made you his or her tool, while granting you certain powers and protections. (The word for this in our tradition is godatheow, which means “god-slave,” and usually happens with only some—not all—full-fledged shamans.) Some of these relationships may look like consenting alliances between a superior (deity) and an inferior (mortal), in which each agrees to provide certain favors in an exchange. (The word for this in our tradition is godathegn, which means “god-servant,” and there are usually negotiated boundaries and limitations on the situation.) Some of these relationships may be alliances between equal powers. (An example of this might be working with animal or plant spirits, who can’t make you do anything, but you can’t make them do anything either.) Regardless of the level of power exchange, it’s all about keeping those relationships well greased and humming along.

        
          
            Shaman, shamanic practitioner, spirit worker: What’s the difference?
          
        

        First, before we define these terms, we need to reiterate the disclaimer that we’re speaking only for our own tradition. Other groups may define these quite differently, but if you want to work within this tradition, you have to go with these definitions.

        A spirit worker is someone who works with spirits on a constructive basis. It’s an umbrella term, and we use it for people in any tradition who do this, regardless of their ethnicity.

        A shaman is someone who has been seized by the Gods or spirits (or both), sometimes without their consent, and is irrevocably changed on an energetic level by them in order to do work that would fry the circuits of anyone unaltered. This is usually accomplished through a “shamanic death,” a long illness (sometimes of many years) that can be physical or mental but is incurable by modern medicine and eventually bring the person very close to actual death. This is necessary because the energetic modifications can take place only when individuals are near death after having been “broken down” for many years, or it will kill them. After the threshold is passed, shamans find a way to get a handle on their illness with the aid of the spirits; they may not heal themselves entirely, but they do heal themselves back to the functionality needed to undertake a complicated service job. Anthropologists have often found that in spite of the bizarreness of shaman sickness and the odd appearance of spirit rituals, the healed shaman is usually one of the most stable and functional members of the village. For an interesting source of information on this topic, check out The World of Shamanism: New Views of an Ancient Tradition, by Roger Walsh (Llewellyn Publications, 2007), and Witchdoctors and Psychiatrists, by E. Fuller Torrey (HarperCollins 1986).

        Only the Gods or spirits can select someone to be a shaman, because they can see who has the best psychic gifts and the greatest chance of actually surviving the shamanic death, which has an attrition rate even today. Shamans will do this job for the rest of their life, and it will be the central overriding fact of their life. (Moreover, the job may not end with the shaman’s death. Corporeality is not an absolute necessity for this work.) It will determine everything from what they eat to what they wear to where they live to whom they are allowed to have sex with or marry. If they refuse, they will be driven mad or killed. (Yes, this is exactly what happens. We are not exaggerating. This tradition grew out of the harsh and unforgiving circumpolar climate and geology, and it is also harsh and uncompromising, as are its Gods and spirits. Anyone who is interested in this tradition needs to think about this very carefully: can you deal with a tradition that is this uncompromising? Even if you are not chosen by the Gods or spirits to be a shaman—which is likely, because it’s very rare—there are still a lot of rules about how you interact with spirits, and you will not be able to put them aside without retribution. What you feel about something may not be relevant in the face of how the spirits want something done, or how something should be done for the greatest safety of all involved.)

        Shamanic practitioners have trained in as many techniques as they have the ability to learn, with what psychic knack they have and what energetic “wiring” they have, without the trauma and “rebuilding” of a shamanic death. Some use those techniques as a service profession to help clients. Some simply use them to better their own lives and those of their loved ones. If they make bargains with spirits, they must keep them or suffer consequences from their angered former allies, but aside from that it is their choice as to what they wish to do or how far they go. If they have no lifetime bargains, they can quit with impunity. They have the right to accept or reject taboos when they are offered by the spirits in exchange for power; they might not get the power, but the taboos will not be forced on them. They may marry who they will and decide what to put on their breakfast cereal. They may not be able to accomplish many of the advanced techniques, but generally they can become extremely competent practitioners if they apply themselves.

        
          
            Where did you come up with this information?
          
        

        This tradition is entirely resurrected from communications from the Gods and spirits. We don’t claim otherwise. We did not find an ancient scroll in a cave or in someone’s attic; we did not find an old man or woman in a hut somewhere who had preserved this knowledge over the centuries. This is the shamanic tradition of our ancestors, and it was quite thoroughly lost hundreds of years ago. As Norse and Germanic culture evolved from small local tribes to large towns, the religion of the North lost much of its shamanic side. By the Iron Age—which is the era recreated by Heathen reconstructionism—there was no longer a shamanic culture. (Actually, by the end of the Iron Age, there wasn’t even much of a Pagan culture anymore—it did not survive the conversion.) There were certainly examples of it in myth—the central god figure Odin, for example, is clearly a shaman—and a few practitioners may have kept it alive well into the encroachment of civilization, but the onslaught of Christianity wiped out all of that. Fortunately, our Gods and spirits did not forget these traditions and our attendant technologies.

        At some point, the Gods and spirits of this cosmology began to contact a handful of solitary people and teach them this lost knowledge. After many years, we began to meet each other and compare notes, and discovered to our amazement that we had a great deal of information in common. (We’d all thought that we were the only ones, you see.) We compared and contrasted ideas, and are slowly recreating this tradition as best we can. As our information is validated by our peers, we write about it.

        The Buryat Mongols have a word for shamans whom are spirit taught—it’s bagshagui. Usually this happens when the shaman’s lineage or clan dies out and the spirits who have worked with them all move over to another line or clan and pick some poor slob who they have decided would make a decent shaman. Bagshagui don’t have the benefit of the old guy in the hut to teach them. Everything has to be learned from the spirits themselves, who are wonderfully effective but extremely frustrating teachers who give information that is sometimes jumbled and vague. That’s why we are continuing the process of comparing and contrasting information, to make sure that we get it right.

        
          
            Aren’t you ripping off these ancient peoples and their cultures?
          
        

        Because these are our ancestors, we would say that we have a fairly solid right to do what we’re doing, if you use the argument that one’s ancestral traditions are an inheritance. Frankly, though, we’d do this even if they weren’t our ancestors. Political correctness aside, we do this because that’s what the Gods who own us and the spirits who work with us say that we have to do. If we had been grabbed up by, say, Native American Gods and spirits, we’d be doing that path even though neither of us have a drop of that blood, and we’d just have to find a way to pay back the lineage that was not ours by birth and deal with the opprobrium that would be heaped upon us.

        
          
            What style of shamanism is taught in this tradition?
          
        

        Today there are a number of new shamanistic traditions created by people who have learned something about aboriginal shamanic practices (whether through actual apprenticing or reading and experimenting) and want to bring this information to the Western masses, often without the “burden” of the tribal culture and religion surrounding the practices. There are also a variety of people from indigenous cultures teaching the shamanism of their tribe. However, when we combine all these very different teachings and look at how they function, it becomes clear that they tend to fall into one of two stylistic groups, regardless of their origin.

        We call these two styles empowerment traditions and specialist traditions. In empowerment traditions, the ritual leader teaches certain basic shamanic skills to a group of people who need have no previous experience with shamanism or any specific inborn psychic powers. These practices may or may not be seated in an ancient or indigenous religion, and one need not necessarily adhere to any specific faith in order to practice it. The skills taught to the students enable them to do things such as enter a trance and journey into one’s internal depths or into archetypal-level Otherworlds, and occasionally (though rarely) into actual Otherworlds. Empowerment shamanism teaches people—any people—how to use these techniques to find answers for themselves, resolve internal conflicts, find soul healing, and stimulate spiritual growth. It also teaches them how to find their place in harmony with Nature, in a world that is more than just soulless modern society. If the students stay around, some may eventually become permanent members of the group and peers with the leader, while others take the skills and leave, using them to better their own lives. Most empowerment traditions are modern, although a few are traditional. Some tribal societies have both, existing alongside each other, as both a way to allow more community participation and a stopgap for when no specialists are available to the tribe.

        Specialist traditions—and most (though not all) indigenous practices fall into this category—are designed to create highly trained professional service providers. Many of the techniques take years (or even decades) of training and practice to master, and require the memorization of huge amounts of data, usually related to the specific ancient or indigenous religion in which the specialist tradition is almost always ensconced. A significant percentage of the techniques are quite dangerous to the practitioners unless they have had those years of training, and a few are dangerous no matter how much training they have. (In our tradition, the higher levels of specialist training are open only to those who have gone through a shamanic death, which is sometimes achieved through an actual near-death experience.) Some advanced techniques cannot be successfully learned at all unless you have been born with a specific psychic gift. If you visit a specialist practitioner, you as the client will sit or lie as you are told while the practitioner goes into a trance and does what is necessary to diagnose and treat you. Some practitioners will explain what they are doing, and some won’t. In many tribal societies, they don’t explain, and it may be considered rude even to ask.

        Empowerment traditions and specialist traditions have separate functions, and neither could be said to be better. They are apples and oranges, useful for completely different things. If the desired goal is gaining insight into oneself, developing empowerment to achieve one’s goals, and bringing oneself into better harmony with the Earth, the Universe, and one’s wyrd (spiritual destiny), an empowerment tradition is exactly what is wanted. Really, the only reasons to pursue a specialist tradition are (1) you have a strong calling to serve others as a profession and you want this to be your career, (2) it’s the tradition of your people, it’s in danger, and you have a strong calling to learn it, if only to pass it on, and (3) it came and got you and now you’re stuck with it.

        Take, for instance, a group of people who come together every week to learn about alternative medicine from books, visiting speakers, and shared experience, and work toward making themselves and their families healthier, and compare them with a trauma surgeon in her final year of residency. Both are valuable and necessary, but there’s really no rational way to compare them as categories. The alternative health group can alleviate a huge amount of collective suffering in small doses by making even a limited group of people healthier, but if you are in a car accident and need someone to put your leg back together, they aren’t going to be able to do the job. You might, if you are lucky, go through your entire life never seeing a trauma surgeon, but when you need one, you need one badly, and that surgeon must sacrifice a great deal to go through stressful years of medical school, internship, and residency in order to give you the highly technical care that you need. However, if you’ve only got a cold, seeing a trauma surgeon is not the appropriate course of action; you would do better to visit the alternative medicine group’s weekly meeting and be taught how to mix tinctures into a cough-and-cold mixture for your symptoms. Conversely, if you asked trauma surgeons to run a class for average people with no training on how to do trauma surgery, they would probably be horrified; nor would they give out scalpels for people to try DIY amputations. Only a small percentage of people would do well as a trauma surgeon; most should not even consider it. On the other hand, most people could definitely do with becoming healthier in a way that harmonizes their bodies with the Earth.

        Northern Tradition shamanism has been primarily a specialist tradition. Certainly the advanced work is entirely geared toward specialists, with all the attendant dangers. The authors are both specialists with more than fifteen years of training apiece; as mentioned, Raven authored the Northern Tradition Shamanism series of books, which is entirely advanced techniques for full-fledged shamans, and Galina contributed numerous articles to that series as well. However, we have recently been pushed by the Gods and spirits to find a way that some part of this training can be shared with people who are not destined to be highly specialized service providers but are simply drawn to this cosmology and some of these practices. After a period of praying and talking, we wrote down all the basic-level skills that don’t require someone to become a shaman in order to do them . . . and this book is the end result.

        An example of both empowerment and specialist traditions in the same spiritual context is found in the work of Waldemar Bogoras (The Chukchee, Leiden University, 1917), who writes about Chukchee shamans. He also says, “Besides this, every adult Chukchee will occasionally take his drum, especially in the winter, and beat it for awhile in the warm shelter of the sleeping-room, with the light or without it, singing his melodies to the rhythm of the beats.” Marie Czaplicka (Shamanism in Siberia, 1914) comments on his writing: “We see from the above that one member of the family has the duty of beating the drum during certain ceremonials, and amuses himself sometimes by shamanizing just as he amuses himself by beating the drum at any time, apart from ceremonials. Of course, we cannot call this member of the family a shaman. . . we can call shamans only those individuals having special skill and vocation, whether or not they are shamans by heredity.”

        It seems that the Gods and spirits would like to extend Northern Tradition shamanism from an exclusively specialist tradition to evolving an affiliated empowerment tradition. It may be that it was originally this way, although our communications with Gods and spirits do not seem to support this idea, or it may be that the Gods and spirits are not static beings. They are active in the human world and they understand the need to change with the times. However it goes, we started receiving the push to begin this just before we started receiving a wave of correspondence from strangers who were drawn to the shamanic side of our religion. They had read our more advanced writings and wanted something more basic . . . and so we give it to them.

        
          
            While I like the tales of the Gods of your religion and your descriptions of the spirits, I’m not sure that I believe in them. Can I still practice this tradition if I believe that they are archetypes or energy forms created by human attention?
          
        

        No. You cannot. Sorry, we’re going to have to be hard-line on this one.

        This is an ancient shamanic tradition embedded in a polytheistic religion. That’s fundamental. There’s no way to get around that. Not only do you have to believe fully and thoroughly in these spirits in order to really practice it, but if you come at them with anything less than complete faith in their existence, they may be offended and refuse to deal with you . . . and for this tradition, it’s all about working with the spirits. No spirits, no luck. Not only are they all real, but they are all distinct from each other as well.

        While we aren’t going to be discussing the Northern Gods in this book—and we’ll explain why shortly—it’s absolutely necessary that you believe in them, although you need not worship any or all of them at first. However, if you begin working with the nondeific spirits in this tradition, there is a chance that you will attract the attention of the Gods, and they may speak to you, and it would be dangerously rude at that point in the process to decide that you don’t believe in them. (If you believe that you have been contacted by a God, but you aren’t sure if it was real or your own mental sock puppets, the best course of action is to get a reading on the matter by a shaman or other professional diviner who specializes in such questions.)

        In other words, yes, you have to have some level of spiritual belief in the Northern Tradition to successfully partake in the entirety of this practice. That doesn’t mean that you have to be solely invested in this religious worldview. You can believe in other Gods and hold other faith practices, and you don’t have to be involved with any Northern Tradition religious groups. You just have to understand, deeply, that this is all For Real.

        If you are not comfortable with polytheistic belief, perhaps you might prefer working with a more ceremonial magic system. If you are drawn to Norse stuff, there is a sect of Norse-style ceremonial magic that combines the two. However, it is not shamanism. I realize that some shamanistic systems downplay the literal existence of spirits and allow people to reserve their disbelief. That’s fine for them, but not for us. If you can’t fully embrace the religious and devotional aspects of this tradition of shamanism, don’t practice it. Find something that fits better with your worldview; there are plenty of them out there.

        
          
            Can I practice this tradition if these are not my ancestors?
          
        

        Yes, you can. We’ve asked, repeatedly, and it turns out that regardless of how the Gods and spirits of other traditions may feel about it, ours are happy to snap up likely people of any ancestry if they take a shine to them. They don’t mind at all. They seem to feel that enriching the shamanic “gene pool” of this tradition is rather like marrying worthy outsiders: it brings in good, strong blood that adds to the power of the existing pool. However, we’ve found that even with supposedly completely nonwhite folk who are strangely attracted to this tradition, there is likely a tiny amount of northern European blood in there somewhere. Ancestry isn’t always as straightforward as the homogeneity people would have us believe. In the end, it isn’t important where your ancestors come from, but that you honor them. But in short, yes, you don’t have to be northern European or even Caucasian to do this. And anyway, it won’t be any human being who decides whether the exercises in this book will work for you.

        
          
            What sorts of things did Northern Tradition spirit workers do in ancient times? How is it different from what they do now?
          
        

        In ancient times, spirit workers did a variety of things to help their people survive. They called the wild animals for hunting and the reindeer for herding. They called fish into rivers and close to seacoasts. They made sacrifices to ensure the crops grew. They undertook healing of various sorts—magical and herbal together—for the sick. They performed divination for individuals and the tribe, especially when things went wrong, and figured out who had to be propitiated in order to set things right. They guided leaders in tribal decision making and warfare. They named children. They put people through ordeals of passage and purification. They altered the weather. They made women and men fertile. They blessed those who needed blessings. They cleansed evil places. They protected the tribe from destructive spirits and the shamans of other tribes. They talked to the dead, and to the Gods and spirits, and they mediated for the community and these worlds.

        They also did a lot of destructive things. They fought in battles, charming weapons and calling in spirits to aid their side. They helped warriors shape-shift into fierce animals. They magically attacked the other side’s warriors, and sometimes the members of neighboring tribes who were encroaching on territory. They left their bodies in order to perform reconnaissance for their chieftains. They drove people mad. They made vengeance magic and curses for people who paid them, and this, too, was accepted and considered right and loyal. In fact, they probably did as much of the latter as of the former types of magic.

        Today, many of these things are no longer useful, which is why neither of us owns a hunting drum. However, many of things that our ancestral spirit workers did we still do, including performing divination of all sorts, untangling people’s bad luck and fate, carrying out protection rites, healing, undergoing and supervising ordeals of passage, cleansing bad places, and talking to the Dead. Like our predecessors, we still fare forth on errands to Otherworlds, and we still mediate between the inhabitants of those worlds and this one.

      

    

  
    
      How to Use This Book

      Each section of this book deals with a particular type of spirit, large or small. Some, like the chapters on Sun, Moon or Fire, cover a variety of ways to interact with one larger spirit; others, like the chapters on plants and animals, deal with several smaller spirits of the same kind. Since we decided to limit ourselves to no more than nine subsections per chapter (nine being the sacred number of the Northern Tradition), or the book would have gone on forever, your favorite animal or plant is probably not in here. However, the same rules apply, and if none of the plants or animals here will connect with you, try the techniques on other ones. (And, for the record, some practitioners will connect only with animals, and others only with plants.)

      No human being works well with every spirit. Some will form an instant connection with you, and some will never speak to you. That’s quite normal! Both of us are shamans of many years’ experience, and while we have many spirit allies, we also have plenty of experiences with spirits who weren’t interested in talking to us, or who took a firm dislike to us from the start. Remember that these are people. They aren’t human people, but they are People. Like all individuals, some will take a shine to you, and some will prefer someone else. Don’t take it personally. In addition, don’t be upset if the spirit you had romantic ideas about doesn’t connect with you, and don’t scorn the one who does just because it wasn’t what you wanted. It’s altogether possible that your romantic illusions about what a particular spirit ought to be were strong enough that the actual spirit, with its own reality that didn’t match yours, wouldn’t speak to you. It’s also possible that a spirit you hadn’t imagined in connection with yourself wouldn’t have to plow through your illusions in order to get to you. Again, as with human friends, be glad for the ones you’ve got.

      We do encourage you to go slowly through this book, trying out the different exercises, and see what works for you. We strongly suggest that you start with the exercises in the Beginning Place chapter, and do them in order. Those are your basics. It’s really necessary to get the exercises in that chapter down before proceeding onward. From there, you can do the rest in any order. Doing all the exercises in the whole book should take you a minimum of a year, but most people will not do anywhere near all of them—the affinity or the skill isn’t there, and that’s all right. If a particular smaller spirit (animal, plant, craft, etc.) is not connecting with you, feel free to move on.

      However, if one of the four basic elements—Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—isn’t connecting, make sure that you come back to it after a few weeks or months. It’s important for a shamanic practitioner to have at least some kind of relationship with each of the elements, although everyone does better with some than with others. Most of us, even experienced shamans, find ourselves cycling back to the individual Elemental Powers and to the lessons of our allied spirits again and again throughout our working lives, because we don’t ever get it all in one go. We learn and grow and our understanding grows, and then we learn some more. So much of this practice isn’t about what you can get, but what you can learn and thereby give: to the spirits; the Gods; the tribe; the community; or the aching, hurting, terrified person who comes to your door.

      While we have provided an entire chapter on shamanic crafting in this tradition, we have also included a craft geared toward the elements in each of the other chapters. Unfortunately, we don’t have the room in this book to teach how to do each of these crafts; if any of them appeal to you, please find trained crafters to learn from. The exercises for these crafts assume a basic knowledge and skill, but getting those is up to you. The Resources is a good place to start for book knowledge.

      
        Gods and Spirits, Spirits and Gods

        We have a variety of names for spirits. In Old Norse, one of the most common words for a spirit was vaet, with the plural vaettir, and we will make numerous references to vaettir in this book. In addition, you may also see the word wight, which is the Anglo-Saxon version of the same term. It is pronounced “white” but has nothing to do with that word or the color. Another Old Norse term for generic spirits is náttúrar, and another generic Anglo-Saxon term is gæst, from whence comes our modern word ghost. (If you are interested in further detail about the many different kinds of spirits in our cosmology, check out Raven’s book Wyrdwalkers, listed in the Resources.)

        Those of you who are familiar with our other works on Northern Tradition shamanism or on the Northern Tradition in general will probably be surprised when you read this book and see that it has very little mention of the Norse or Germanic Gods. There’s a reason for that—actually, a few reasons. First, when Raven was told to write a book on Northern Tradition shamanism for beginners—and for people not specifically chosen by Gods—he prayed about what it should contain, and the Northern Gods themselves told him: “Don’t write about us. Go back further. Go back to the very beginning, before humans in northern Europe made our acquaintance. Go back to the age of stone and fire, of survival in the snow, of the first shamans. Start where your ancestors started—fire and frost, plants and animals, Sun and Moon, the ancestors.” So we did. This book harks back to shamanism from the Paleolithic Age to the Bronze Age, or, rather, our extrapolation of that given that we are modern people who do work with the same spirits, and those spirits haven’t changed much even though we have.

        Second, working with Gods as a shaman (or even as a shamanic practitioner) is different from working with elemental or animal or plant spirits. It’s also different from simply worshiping them as a religious practitioner (and if you want more information on that nonshamanic angle, we suggest that you look into our book Northern Tradition for the Solitary Practitioner, published through New Page Books). Doing shamanic work with the Northern Gods (and the Alfar, Duergar, and Jotnar—elves, dwarves, and giants—that intermingle with them) is much more dangerous, and we consider it a more advanced level of shamanic practice. It can also, in some cases, become very nonconsensual very quickly. While elemental spirits will expect you to keep the agreements that you’ve made with them (and have the right to punish you if you break your word), they generally won’t go snapping you up and making you into a servant—or, in some cases, a shaman-slave. Some of the Northern Gods have far less compunction on that score. Similarly, while trekking through real Otherworlds is part of the shaman’s job, it’s an advanced and damned dangerous job, and often requires a patron deity to watch your back . . . which, as we’ve just said, creates its own complications.

        This means that if you’re completely new to this and you don’t know yet whether it’s for you—much less whether you want it to become an integral part of your life, for the rest of your life—we feel that it’s best to stick to the spirits outlined in this book and become proficient with them. After all, the elements, plants, and animals are all around us, and your ancestors are always with you in your blood. You don’t need to journey to Otherworlds to access them. They are a part of you, every one—it’s just a matter of magnifying and becoming acutely conscious of that connection. If you do eventually end up being sought out by the Gods, having gained some measure of mastery with the techniques in this book will stand you in good and useful stead.

        However, some will ask us what the difference is between a deity and a spirit, anyway. Well, obviously, it’s one of magnitude (kind of like an earthquake), but where do we draw the line? We don’t know, and neither does anyone else. We both like to quote a friend who says: “If it’s bigger, older, and wiser than I’ll ever be, I put it in the God category and give it the requisite respect.” So, yes, there is a gray area between them, but even so we’re going to stick to spirits who are less “personified” (which doesn’t mean that they lack personalities).

        Those who are students of Northern mythology will notice that the structure of this book does reflect and honor the Nine Worlds that spin around Yggdrasil, the World Tree. That’s deliberate; some truths are found everywhere. However, this is not a book about the shamanic practices of the Nine Worlds; it’s a book about the shamanic practices of this one. If you are already called by a Northern god or goddess, we suggest checking out the list of advanced books in the Resources. But if you’re not—or even if you are—don’t jump the gun. Become knowledgeable and proficient with the spirits of our world first. To dismiss them because you have some romantic (and probably dangerously false) ideas about how the Gods and spirits of the Otherworlds are more exciting, or because you don’t like this world much for purely human reasons, is a crucial mistake.

      

      
        How This Book Will Use You

        Which brings us to another point. Humans don’t like this world much. We give lip service to the beauty of the Earth and of Nature, but we often dream about being somewhere else in some human-created fictional world. Many of us also resent the fact that we have bodies at all. Our culture denigrates the Earth and the physical body as far behind the work of the mind. If you begin shamanic work, however, the first thing that you will do is to connect with the natural world—what we call the Real World, not the human-created social world—and that includes the flesh world that you currently inhabit. This is so important within Northern Tradition practice that the physical body in each incarnation is even viewed as part of the soul. Yes, you read that right: our physical body, our flesh, is one piece of our soul.

        Eventually the shamanic path does take you to a place of altered consciousness, of getting outside your body. That’s part of the practice, and we do talk a great deal about that in this book. But before you go there, you have to understand the physical world on a deep level. If you can’t connect deeply and physically with the Earth and your own body, and really know the spiritual connection between them, your various altered-state journeys will not take you out of yourself. Instead, you’ll just dreamily explore an inner world of your own deep mental meaning, populated by your own mental sock puppets. That’s not necessarily a bad thing—internal work can be useful in dealing with your issues and making you a more whole person—but it is not spirit work . . . and if you are disconnected enough, you might not know the difference. That’s a pitfall of beginning spirit work, and one that requires practice to solve—practice at being fully in the natural world and in your body that is part of that world.

        Don’t like human culture? Fine. That’s not the Real World. Go look at a patch of dirt with ants crawling on it, or the moss at the roots of a tree. That’s the Real World. (In fact, there’s more life in a tablespoon of good soil than in a major metropolitan city.) Be in it, wholly and fully. Of course, part of how you know you’re fully in it is when you begin to want to protect and care for it, when its value has shot up past that of your own comfort and convenience. The Real World is under constant attack by the Unreal World, and if you consciously let it, it will use you to protect itself. Letting it use us in this way is how we pay for the privilege of living in it . . . and even further, making alliances with the elemental spirits who rule the Real World, and sharing in their power, requires more of us.

        Spirit work of any kind changes your values, your lifestyle, your ethics, and your actions. It requires a high level of mindfulness in order to work, and that mindfulness will remake you life whether you like it or not. Working with plant and animal spirits will make you look long and hard at where your food (and clothing, paper, furniture, etc.) comes from. Working with the Sun and Moon will make you look at how you use your limited time. If you’re looking for power at little cost, or spirituality at little inconvenience, you’re looking in the wrong place. Shamanic practice of any kind requires great effort and thoughtfulness, and being in harmony with the Real World as much as possible. To get even halfway through this book will change you and your life in innumerable ways. You have now been warned.
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      The Beginning Place
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        Earth
      

      
        Hail to the Earth, to the dark below
        ,
      

      
        Hail to the mountain and the grain of sand
        ,
      

      
        Hail to the standing stone in the fertile field
        ,
      

      
        Hail to the Mother who gives us life
        .
      

      In every craft, in every discipline, there is a starting point, a place at which everyone must begin. This point becomes one’s foundation, the solid support upon which all other work will be built. In many respects, it is very much like building a house; the foundation must be carefully built and must be strong to support the rest of the structure. After that, the process of creating a home within that structure begins. This metaphor is particularly apt for Earth; the virtues of Earth include patience; discipline; structured, step-by-step work; and, above all else, consistency. Part of working within this world is learning to develop those habits within oneself. They then go on to inform the work that will be done in every other place within the Nine Worlds. These are important lessons, important pieces of power, and without them, excellence and true skill are impossible.

      Earth is about fruition. It is about abundance and wealth, within oneself as well as without. This is the place where one enters into the long process of becoming a shaman or shamanic practitioner. Earth has a certain flow to it, but it’s the flow of allowing resources to flourish, of sharing them properly, and conserving them when necessary. There is a practicality inherent in Earth that might at first seem at odds with the idea of spiritual accomplishment, when in reality it lies at the heart of what we do.

      We cannot overemphasize the importance of mastering the skills of Earth first and foremost, especially grounding, centering, and shielding. It always comes back to Earth: to the limits of our corporeality, the lessons of our skin and bone and blood, the wisdom acquired through patient toil, and the knowledge that everything, absolutely everything, is alive.

      The exercises provided in this chapter are absolutely fundamental first steps toward becoming a competent shamanic practitioner in this tradition. If you do nothing else, learn these techniques. In fact, while the other chapters of the book can be dealt with in pretty much any order, this chapter should be attended to first. It’s not only impossible to progress properly without having mastered these techniques but also dangerous to try.

      
        Land

        Galina: I began honoring the vaettir, the land spirits, very early on in my work. I keep a pretty bowl in a corner of my kitchen, and at least once a week, I pour out offerings of sweets, food, or drink—whatever I think they will like. Sometimes, if I am cooking something interesting, they will clamor for a bite, and I usually acquiesce. I began doing this long before I became a shaman. I’m not much of a Nature person, but some vaettir choose to inhabit homes rather than the outdoors, and it was with these spirits that I first developed a relationship. Living in New York City at the time, it took me a little longer to learn to sense and interact with the vaettir of the city and also the primary city spirit. I began with the vaettir in my home.

        I think my real epiphany came when I attended an outdoor ritual at a local Pagan shop, a location that accommodated many different types of Wiccan and Pagan rituals each month. Many ritual facilitators pulled energy from the land without thought, calling on the elements, raising energy, but never, ever giving anything back. It felt horrid, really sickening. I looked around and the grass was brown, the trees and shrubs were ragged and dying. For the first time, I was bombarded by a sense of the land spirits: parched, starving, and in pain. I was so horrified that I stalked out of the ritual to the corner store and came back with bread and beer. Ignoring the ritual in progress, I went to a corner of the space and set out the bread and poured the beer over it in an offering to the vaettir of that place. They swarmed in hungry desperation. Somehow that was even more horrifying than sensing their initial deprivation. While it was all I could afford at the time, the bread and beer hardly made a dent in sating their starvation. It was a huge lesson for me in right relationship with the land, and it confirmed that the responsibility of any energy worker (as I would consider a ritual leader, priest, or priestess to be) extends far beyond simply themselves and their congregations. I learned that we have a responsibility to those beings whose homes we inhabit and tramp across daily. It was a lesson in respect. For a shaman or shamanic practitioner, that responsibility triples.

        
          When I bought my house, one of my requirements was that the land spirits be healthy (and they were). One of the first things I did was pour out offerings to the land spirits, the house spirits, and the spirit of my home itself, which is a separate entity that rules the energy of my dwelling place. I continue to do this at least once a week as part of my regular practice. This is not burdensome, and the rewards are manifold. I find that when I am ill or exhausted, my house spirits support me. The primary genius loci of the dwelling itself has actually protected me from injury, cushioning a fall that should have broken my ankle. She quite literally caught me. If I lose things, I often ask the house vaettir for help finding what I’ve lost (and I give them something nice to drink afterward), and I rely on the land spirits outside to help protect the land.
        

        
          The downside is that more and more, I dislike traveling or being away from my home and little plot of land for any length of time. I find it immensely draining. When I do travel, the first thing I do upon returning home is feed my ancestors and my vaettir. I suppose as with any spirit relationship there’s very much a quid pro quo in play; we relate to each other through a mutual enjoyment of each other’s company, gratitude, and an ongoing process of gift giving. This is the way that relationships are negotiated in the Northern Tradition, especially with spirit allies, and I learned how to do this responsibly and sensibly from the land spirits.
        

        Raven: I have a chronic illness, and on top of that is all my high-energy shamanic work. If I didn’t have a good relationship with the landwight of my eighteen-acre farm and woods, things would go far worse for me. When we first took possession of our farm, my wife and I bonded to the landwight by giving it a few drops of our blood, as well as some dinner offerings. When I am ill, I go outside and lie on the Earth (assuming it’s not the middle of winter with three feet of snow on the ground) and ask the land spirit to give me extra energy. It has never failed me. I found that it was eager to bond with a human being who would recognize its presence and its sacredness. It is very protective—in fact, when a visitor pretended to threaten my wife with a spear that he didn’t know was actually sharp, the land spirit rose against him and broke his leg. “The ground just seemed to rise and trip me!” he complained later.

        
          Of course, the price that I pay for this loyalty and aid is that I can’t really go away for more than a few weeks, perhaps a month at most. I will be buried on this land when I die. My body will go into its earth and become part of it. When I leave for trips, I’ve taken to bringing along a small plastic bag of home earth inside a leather sack. I place it under my motel pillow at night, and the land spirit can reach me, a little, just a thin thread through space, but it’s enough to give me a trickle of energy and help me sleep better. My family makes jokes about coffins and “native earth,” but it’s worth the price for one of the best allies I have, one whom I feel touching the soles of my feet as I go about on my land.
        

        The ancient Romans developed the concept of genius loci, the spirit of a place, which Galina mentions in her writing above. As we explained earlier, this tradition has vaettir, or wights: spirits of the land. Celtic traditions speak of the little folk, and Shinto has its kami in every stone, every tree, every blade of grass. This awareness must inform your practice: everything is alive; everything is sentient; everything has a spirit. Our tradition is very much an animistic one, and spirits who inhabit the places we walk and, most important, the places we live, must be honored.

        If you want to do any type of shamanic work, one of the first things you need to do is engage in some way with the vaettir of the land. This isn’t particularly difficult, but there are major differences between land ownership and renting. If you own the land, the obligations can be much more pressing.

        
          
[image: image] Exercise: Connecting with the Land Spirit
        

        If you live in an apartment, you will focus on getting to know your house spirits only. If you own your own property, you will need to work both with the household vaettir and the external land vaettir.

        Begin by going into your kitchen. The kitchen is really the heart of the home energetically, so it’s a good place to make contact with your household spirits. Take a bowl and fill it with either milk and honey or good beer. Verbally introduce yourself to the house spirits. State your intention of getting to know them and your commitment to feeding them regularly. Ask them where they would like their bowl to go, and then quiet yourself and listen. You’ll likely get a sense of where to place the offering bowl. Once you’ve initiated the relationship, thank them, and then keep to a consistent schedule of offering. Consistency is actually better than quantity. You don’t have to bankrupt yourself in making offerings. Just share a few bites of whatever you have once a week or so.

        If you own your own property, it is incredibly beneficial to develop a relationship with the land spirits as well. You may, if you are lucky, even encounter the dominant land spirit. Galina recommends preparing a mixture of good-quality tobacco, cornmeal, and blood meal; Raven uses homemade stew. Go outside and trace the perimeter of your property. Introduce yourself to the spirits of the place and sprinkle the offering mixture along the perimeter of your property. Then pour out a bottle of good, dark beer in offering. If you get the feeling that there is one specific location where you should be placing the offerings, then do so. Otherwise, continue to make regular offerings.

        Alcohol is always good. Galina finds that her land spirits absolutely love spiced rum, and Raven uses his wife’s homebrew. Other offerings might be burying coins or small stones that you have imbued with good energy, or singing to them, or even giving sexual energy—lying on the Earth to do some pleasant sexual act and giving the orgasm to the land spirit. As with your house vaettir, consistency is important. Once you begin making offerings, you should make an effort to continue.

      

      
        Soil

        
          
            Galina
          
          : Right around the time I began to explore polytheism, a few months before I had my conversion experience (what else can I call a deity showing up?), I also began to study magic. This later came to serve me well as a shaman, but at the time I was just trying to find my way in what was a very overwhelming world. I moved from a small, relatively rural town to New York City, and suddenly every moment of every day I found myself bombarded by other people’s thoughts and emotions. It was the emotional bombardment that was the worst; walking into a store or down the street, or into a restaurant, often felt like running a gauntlet of physical blows. I didn’t know it then, but moving to the city triggered a rapid development of my strongest psychic gift: empathy. This is the ability to intimately experience the emotions of others, and untrained, it is both dangerous and painful.
        

        I really think the Gods were watching out for me, though. I was very fortunate to find the right books, the right groups, the right teachers at this crucial point in my studies, and I really think that made all the difference. My teachers were smart enough to teach me centering, grounding, and shielding immediately. Having suddenly realized through this training that I could control my gifts rather than be at the mercy of them, I blossomed under this tutelage. I really don’t think I would have survived those early years with either sanity or emotional balance intact without having learned these very basic exercises when I did. Now when I teach, I present them first and return to them again and again as absolutely necessary fundamentals. It really doesn’t matter whether a person wishes to study magic, or become a shamanic practitioner, or learn meditation, or engage in devotional work, or develop his or her psychic sensitivities; the basic exercises are the same, and until they are mastered, it’s utter foolishness to go any further. This is the technical foundation of everything else one will ever do. Over the past decade, I and many of my students have heard of teachers and groups who either didn’t teach these things or, worse, declared that they weren’t necessary. This is utter bullshit, and I can think of nothing more damaging to the next generation of practitioners than to be without the very tools that will help them succeed.

        There is more life in a tablepoon of soil than in the average major metropolitan city. Civilizations are birthed, grow, flourish, and die in hours, days, or weeks, all within the rich blackness, of the Earth’s soil. Wars are waged there; and we scurry about far above its blackness, effectively oblivious. The lesson of soil is one of humility. It reminds us that not only are we dependent on something bigger than we ourselves could ever be, but that this is a good and necessary thing.

        Symbolically, soil roots us. It is a rich bed of life into which we can pour out energy and from which we draw sustenance, very literally in the form of food. If we don’t take care of our bodies (which we’ll talk about later on in this chapter), then we can’t progress to taking care of our souls or to minding our energy. A classical metaphysical maxim proclaims, “As above, so below.” The logical corollary to that is “As within, so without.” As we feed our bodies from the blessings of the soil, so too must we feed our energetic bodies. This is where grounding and centering come in.

        
          
[image: image] Exercise: Grounding and Centering
        

        Centering and grounding are immensely important exercises. We were taught to center first and then ground, but there is an argument for the opposite. In the end, it doesn’t really matter, so long as both exercises are practiced daily, preferably several times a day for the first few months of training. If working with the land spirit is your foundation, these two exercises are your metaphysical backbone. They are oxygen. They are essential.

        Centering serves three purposes:

        1. You are clearly delineating and defining the boundaries of you: where you begin and end and also where the outside world begins and ends.

        2. Having located your physiological center, which in women tends to be at the sex chakra (roughly three inches below the navel) and in men and large-busted women at the solar plexus, you are collecting any tension or stress (which is blocked energy), jagged emotions, or excess energy in what can be felt or visualized as a glowing sphere.

        3. You are ensuring that your energetic body and your physical body occupy the same shape and space. (If there is too great a disparity between the two, a certain level of dysphoria and physical illness can result.)

        NOTE: Many esoteric books focus extensively on visualization. Do not worry if you cannot visualize. There are many ways of sensing energy, and seeing it is only one of them. Some people will feel energy much easier than they will ever see it. This is equally valid. Just as we all have different learning modalities, so too energy can translate differently to different people. If you can neither sense nor see, then imagine. Imagination is a powerful tool. Thought follows imagination, and energy follows thought. Then one learns to harness all of that to the will. That is one of the keys to all effective work. So see, feel, sense, know. It doesn’t matter how you’re negotiating the exercise as long as you’re making the attempt to do so consistently.

        The easiest method of centering is something called the fourfold breath. To do this breathing exercise, simply inhale four counts, hold four counts, exhale four counts, hold four counts. Do this over and over for about ten minutes. This will center you. Altering the breath can have a tremendous physiological and energetic effect on the body. For that reason, this is particularly good to practice when you’re learning, because even if you can’t see or sense anything, this pattern will
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