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      “Since the emergence in 2000 of the first book in a trilogy that became a publishing phenomenon by Philip Pullman, the His Dark Materials series, the idea of a daemon, a manifestation of a person’s soul in the form of an animal, has gripped the imagination of millions of readers, young and old.

      “Now authors Dan Prechtel, John Mabry, and Katrina Leathers have given us the gift of an exploration of the intersection of shamanic worlds, where spirit guides, often in animal forms, are prominent, and the world of Christian theology and practice. In their new book, Soul Journeys: Christian Spirituality and Shamanism as Pathways to Wholeness and Understanding, Prechtel, Mabry and Leathers bring these two venerable and vital spiritual paths together to create a synergy that will help the reader chart a new way to a whole and sustainable life.

      “It is possible that readers who are committed to either path—shamanism or Christianity—may be hesitant about the encounter opened by this book. I want to assure the readers that the authors tread with great respect for both traditions. There is risk in reading this book, but it is the golden risk of opening our lives to new possibilities. I encourage you to read Soul Journeys.”

       —Bishop Marc Andrus, Episcopal Diocese of California

      

      “Soul Journeys invites us into the dynamic, expansive horizons of spiritual possibilities. Through personal, historical, scriptural, and literary threads, the authors creatively weave together Christian spirituality and core shamanism, with a call to commune with ourselves and the cosmos with greater intimacy.”

      —Cynthia Li, MD, integrative doctor and author of Brave New Medicine

      

      “Both fascinating and informative, I believe this book will inspire people of the Christian and various faith traditions who are longing for their own direct spiritual experiences. It challenges us to go beyond the reductionist, intellectual and doctrinal limitations of Christianity. I have found it to offer new and highly personal ways to live out my faith. I hope that many will find it to be food for their spiritual growth.” 

      —The Reverend Dr. Bradley Hauff, Indigenous Ministries Missioner for The Episcopal Church

      

      “What spiritualities will emerge to slake our thirst for authentic spiritual practice as institutional, hierarchical Christianity continues its fast fade in the West?  Jung recommended alchemy and gnosis. Zen and other Buddhist forms have helped many. Others have advocated for various liberation spiritualities, a Wisdom Jesus, the cosmic Christ, and more. In this humble, practical, thoughtful book, Prechtel, Mabry, and Leathers make a compelling case for shamanism being another arrow that belongs in our emerging, post-Christian spiritual quiver. I found their work—especially their experienced, collaborative voices—consistently engaged me.”

      —The Rev. Stephen Martz, DMin, Episcopal priest, past president of the Chicago Society of Jungian Analysts.

      

      “Soul Journeys provides a profound conversation between shamanic practice and experiences of Christian prayer. We are guided by seasoned practitioners, with deep theological understanding. Ancient practices of Christian life are animated in fresh ways through this conversation. The energies of the earth, often neglected in Christian practice, are given voice through Shamanic understanding. We are encouraged to embrace the interior life through the prayer of the imagination of St. Ignatius of Loyola and claim again the interface between ordinary human experience and the Divine eternal realm. We are invited to receive Holy Communion as the “medicine of immortality,” participate in Liturgies of Healing Prayer, and seek out Shamanic healers in our personal journey toward wholeness.”

      —Rev. Dwight H. Judy, PhD, Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Formation, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. Author of Embracing God: Praying with Teresa of Avila.
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      At a spiritual direction peer supervision meeting several years ago I expressed my frustration that many people who are mainline Christians either seem ignorant of the powerful spiritual realities and resources of their tradition or afraid to claim them for fear of judgment by others. I questioned how well our churches and clergy educated the people in their charge and wished aloud that we would write a book about this. My spiritual direction colleagues, all clergy from mainline denominations, nodded their heads. Two spoke up that they would be interested in helping to write such a book. One of them, John Mabry, continued with me in the writing project. The other colleague sadly suffered the death of her beloved spouse and needed to withdraw.

      John was my first professional contact as a spiritual direction colleague in the Bay Area after I moved from Evanston, Illinois in 2009. He invited me to join the peer supervision group that he attended. Later John invited me to teach and supervise some trainees in the Chaplaincy Institute’s interfaith spiritual direction program in Berkeley. John brings a wealth of knowledge in comparative religions as well as many years of Christian pastoral and interfaith spiritual direction experience to our conversation.

      In the meantime I was laboring to integrate the powerful experiences I had undergone in training in Core Shamanism1 with my Christian religious beliefs and spiritual experiences. I had met Katrina Leathers in my work for the Chaplaincy Institute and learned of her extensive training through the Foundation for Shamanic Studies where I was studying. We began meeting once a month for mutual support, reflection, and journeying as shamanic practitioners. Katrina, who is not a Christian, listened patiently as I brought in parallels from Christian spiritual practices or expressed my desire to explore the commonalities between Core Shamanism and my own faith tradition. I invited Katrina to join the writing project due to her long experience with Core Shamanism and her interfaith ministry and spiritual direction practice. Katrina brings profound heart and depth, including shamanism as her primary spirituality, to the conversation.

      In the beginning of the project I wondered about comparing Christian and Core Shamanism orientations and practices alongside Jungian and post-Jungian depth psychology. To that end I had several conversations with an Episcopal priest who was also a clinical psychologist with a Jungian orientation. The question was also raised about adding another religious tradition’s perspective to our exploration. Both these perspectives would bring additional richness to our study, but also bring much more complexity. I ended up deciding to keep the focus restricted to Christian spirituality and shamanism. Perhaps this project will serve as a model and encourage dialogue between Core Shamanism and other religious traditions and psychological perspectives.

      There have been other writers that brought me creative conversations between Christian spirituality and other ways of perceiving and engaging reality. Episcopal priests Morton Kelsey and John Sanford brought Jungian analytical psychology into dialogue with Christian prayer and meditation and biblical interpretation. Kelsey also wrote in the early 1980s about what a modern Christian shaman would be like. Jesuit priest William Johnston engaged Zen Buddhist methods and Christian mysticism. William Stolzman reported on a six-year dialogue of Roman Catholic pastors and medicine men on the Rosebud Reservation. Others also have written on the interaction between spiritual traditions and their practices.

      I am particularly grateful to have read The Way of All the Earth: Experiments in Truth and Religion by the late John S. Dunne, professor of theology at Notre Dame University, in my first year of seminary. Dunne wrote of his experiments in “passing over” into the lives, cultures, and truths of great religious figures such as Jesus Christ, Mohandas Gandhi, Gautama Buddha, and Mohammad and returning again with an enriched understanding of Christian faith. Dunne set the example for me to take the risk of respectfully journeying into other perspectives and lived traditions to grow and learn and bring back the truths I am able to share.

      By bringing Core Shamanism and Christian spirituality into dialogue it is our hope that readers will be more aware of ways we can knowingly participate in the vast, wonderful, and mysterious worlds of spiritual reality that affect our ordinary life. Some readers will not be familiar with Christianity or have only experienced the fundamentalist or militant expressions of this religion. John and I wish to provide a view of the Christian faith that celebrates its compassionate, mystical, unitive, and healing dimensions, in which we do our best to work in partnership with the Holy Spirit toward the fulfillment of Jesus’s prayer petition, “…Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

      Our view of Christian spirituality does not deny or gloss over the sins and shortcomings of the Church, past and present. There are things that call for repentance and amendment. Yet we want readers to be aware of the great spiritual treasures and resources God provides in following the way of love that Jesus shows and participating in the creative work of the Spirit. We seek a more expansive Christian spirituality than is usually envisioned, taught, or practiced.

      Shamanism is a subject of great interest in the general spiritual climate of our time. This subject elicits a whole spectrum of responses, sometimes accompanied by powerful feelings ranging from fear and deep suspicion to fascination and excitement. There are many varieties of shamanic teaching and practice. Many are deeply embedded in the ethos and experience of a particular indigenous people. These shamanic cultures deserve respect and integrity. Replication of selected beliefs and practices of a particular shamanic culture—without the consent of their own authorities—by shamanic teachers and practitioners of the culturally-dominant white European-American population, no matter how well-intentioned, can cross the line and become spiritual and cultural misappropriation.

      When we discuss shamanism there are several additional things to bear in mind.  While both Katrina and I have received advanced training in Core Shamanism through the Foundation for Shamanic Studies, we speak from our own personal experience and not as authorized representatives of that organization. We are very grateful for their teaching programs and recommend the Foundation as an excellent way to experientially learn about the fascinating worlds of shamanism and how to become a shamanic practitioner. However, our own methods and understanding may differ somewhat from the methods we were originally taught (or read from Michael Harner’s books) for various reasons.

      Teaching and experiential methods within the Foundation for Shamanic Studies continue to change and evolve as more is learned and tested out with students. The Foundation aims to bring Core Shamanism to a primarily Western culture while honoring and supporting indigenous shamanic cultural experience. Their founder, the late cultural anthropologist Michael Harner, developed programs to train students in “core shamanism,” teaching shamanic methods and orientations that are universally, near universally, or commonly practiced by shamanic cultures. In my experience the Foundation is sensitive to, and guards against, cultural or spiritual misappropriation by restricting their practice methods to those that are shared cross-culturally. I see Core Shamanism as bringing those of us with a Western cultural heritage the basic shamanic tools and orientation that were largely lost over many centuries of persecution in Western Europe and the British Isles by the dominant political and religious powers of the times.

      As shamanic practitioners we continue to learn directly from our own spirit helpers and teachers. These spirits intimately know what is best suited to our particular needs, situations, and capacities. A training program is designed to give us the basics, but our own particular methods and understandings develop over time from our interactions with our spirit helpers and teachers. From the shamanic perspective the primary teachers are not other shamanic practitioners; rather, they are our spirit allies.

      Katrina and I have been informed by other writers and teachers outside the Foundation. Some of these have been former Foundation teachers who have gone on to develop their own programs and have written about their experiences. My understanding and application of healing methods, especially related to what the Christian spiritual tradition calls exorcism and deliverance ministry, has been influenced by research into “spirit releasement therapy” as well as “compassionate depossession” shamanic practices taught by Betsy Bergstrom.

      Shamanic journey and Christian visualization practices are very powerful spiritual tools and should be treated with care and respect. Michael Harner used to say that the shaman needs to be the master of both worlds: the worlds of ordinary and nonordinary reality. We should be well-grounded in our ability to differentiate which reality we are in and have the requisite knowledge and capacity to act appropriately in each one. Those who lack that ability, whether because of inexperience, mental and emotional distress, trauma, or some other vulnerability, should refrain from making such forays into non-ordinary reality unless they are guided by someone who is experienced and knowledgeable. It is best for anyone to have a spiritual guide or other competent person to provide backup support when venturing into spiritual realities beyond ordinary consciousness.

      We do not want to make the assumption that all our readers will be familiar with Christianity and with shamanism. There will be some who are, and many who might be somewhat familiar with one or the other spiritual tradition presented. But again, our purpose is to look at both traditions through the lens of lived experience and dialogue.

      I will provide an introduction to Core Shamanism in Chapter 1: Journeys to the Worlds of Spirits. Here I give basic information on the subject of shamanism and describe the worlds and their beings according to my understanding of Core Shamanism. This will be different than a presentation on shamanism coming from an indigenous cultural perspective, which I cannot represent. I also introduce some comparisons with Christianity and describe some of the historical tensions with this religion.

      In Chapter 2: The Visionary and Shamanistic in Christian Tradition, John Mabry gives scriptural, historical, literary, and liturgical visionary elements with similarities to shamanism. John also addresses the importance of the disciplined use of imagination as a vehicle for visionary experience and access to spirit realities.

      After this foundation, each of us in Chapters 3-5 offers personal stories that describe and reflect upon our spiritual experiences. Some stories are about our personal lives; others reflect our professional experiences. An overall theme in these chapters is how we have received spiritual guidance and wisdom and/or spiritual healing for ourselves or in our ministry with others.

      As we were preparing this book Katrina, John, and I invited feedback and questions from readers of draft sections of our manuscript. Happily, we received many questions—over 100 of them! Some questions were best addressed by amplifying or clarifying what we had already written. That’s part of the normal process of book editing. But other readers’ questions brought up new thoughts and fresh considerations or had enough meat to them that we all wanted to get in on the conversation. Some questions were variations clustered around a general subject area and we fashioned one question to focus conversation around the subject the readers were curious about.  So we decided to create Chapter 6: Going Deeper—A Conversation between Contributors and Readers for a conversation between readers and ourselves. We hope you enjoy the conversation and feel like your own thoughts and feelings have been reflected and respected.

      Our concluding chapter cannot possibly tie everything into a nice, concise package. Better than that—we invite you to join us in wondering, exploring, and expanding your own vision, and participating in something sacred and far greater than any of us can fully comprehend. 

      We provide a Glossary for help in understanding specialized language. We also provide articles and visualization guides in the Appendices for deepening your own spiritual practice.
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      Who is a shaman?

      “Shaman” is a word that is relatively new to our Western vocabulary, even though it refers to a form of spiritual practitioner that reaches back 30,000-70,000 years. The word shaman is derived from the Siberian Tungusic word saman, which means “the one who sees in the dark” or “the one who knows.” There have been many other names associated with the shamanic practitioner, including, but not limited to, medicine man or medicine woman, magician, witch doctor, witch, sorcerer, wizard, or seer. Some names arise from the particular indigenous culture that relies on and supports the work of their shamans. Some terms for shaman may also be strongly colored by negative stereotypes arising from contesting religious, societal, or political biases. These other names and the practices surrounding them may share some characteristics with the shamanic practitioner, but not necessarily all characteristics. A medium, for example, enters a trance and can communicate with spirits. Or a prophet can receive divine revelations through dreams or prayer visions. A priest leads people into the presence of the Holy through their participation in powerful rituals. These social or religious roles share some, but not all, elements in common with a shamanic practitioner.

      It is likely that our present great religions have their origins in the shamanic experiences of their founders and early leaders. Over time the tendency to accumulate teachings and reflections on the meaning of the stories and their application to later community situations can result in a body of beliefs and institutional structures. However, the shaman is primarily motivated by having direct personal experiences of journeying to spiritual realms rather than by indirectly formulating beliefs about them. That is to say that shamanism is primarily an experiential spirituality rather than a religious system of beliefs. One can hold to a religious faith tradition and still engage in shamanic practices. But shamanism is oriented to gaining experiential knowledge and building working relationships with spirit allies.

      What characterizes a shaman (or shamanic practitioner) is the ability to move at will into a shamanic state of consciousness (SSC) and journey into a nonordinary reality—what John Mabry calls “the Otherworld”—inhabited by spirits that assist and empower the practitioner for the purposes of healing or bringing knowledge and guidance to the practitioner or the person or community the practitioner is helping. The shamanic practitioner primarily works in alliance with one or more helping spirits while in a shamanic state of consciousness and is guided and empowered by that spirit.

      A shaman is one who is recognized as such by the fruit of their work with others. Does healing occur for those who request the help? Do the divination journeys bring new and helpful information or revelations to those who come to the practitioner seeking guidance? Most practitioners are hesitant to call themselves “shamans” due to the critical social aspects of their work, which requires confirmation of their effectiveness by the community. Given the community’s determination of who is a shaman, I prefer to consider myself a “shamanic practitioner.”

      Shamanic State of Consciousness

      The shamanic state of consciousness is a trance often induced by a “sonic driver,” a term coined by Michael Harner. Although Harner’s initial experiences with shamanism in the 1960s were induced by powerful hallucinogenic drugs (plant medicine) he discovered in later cross-cultural studies and contacts that in the vast majority of shamanic cultures, the shamanic state of consciousness is induced by a monotonous rhythm of a drum, rattle, bones, sticks or other percussive sounds at about 3.5-7 beats per second. He found that repetitive drumming within a range of 205-220 beats per minute (3.4-3.6 beats/sec) was particularly effective for him. Some nonpercussive sounds, chants, dancing, or meditative silence can also induce the trance state.1

      What makes the trance a “shamanic” state of consciousness is the practitioner’s focused intention and skillful use of the trance to make a shamanic journey to nonordinary reality with its various worlds. The shamanic practitioner explores those worlds, interacts with the various spirits inhabiting those worlds, or brings a helping spirit into this world as a partner in healing, divination, or for some other reason.

      When in the shamanic state of consciousness, a shamanic practitioner “sees” and acts in nonordinary reality. The “seeing” may take various forms and may have varying degrees of clarity, depending on the level of the trance state and the intensity of concentration and focused intention. Sometimes a practitioner may not see with visual clarity, but other senses such as touch, smell, or hearing might be strong. The shamanic state of consciousness is a dreamlike trance state and may have the variations in seeing that we are aware of in our dream states, although the shamanic state of consciousness is most similar to a lucid dreaming state (which can be turned into shamanic dreaming). For those who are not familiar with lucid dreaming, it is that state of consciousness wherein the dreamer is aware of being in a dream and is capable of interacting consciously with the dream scene and its “images” and can make decisions on how to continue to act or shift the dream. However, in lucid dreaming the “images” (or “beings”) act independently from the dreamer and should be engaged as such. This is also the case with shamanic practitioner interactions with spirits. Spirits are autonomous beings that have their own existence independent from us.

      It is possible for the shamanic practitioner to merge with a helping spirit in a voluntary and temporary form of spirit possession. The merge allows the spirit (usually a power animal) to bring its power and other abilities directly to bear on a situation. While in that merged state a shamanic practitioner is capable of making decisions about what actions are warranted and can choose to stop anything that he or she determines is not the right course of action. The compassionate helping spirit is living outside space and time as we know it and sees the situation and needs from its own perspective. The shamanic practitioner sees the situation as a human being operating on behalf of a client within the suitable limits of the particular culture and time. It is the practitioner’s responsibility to make sure any help given in partnership with a helping spirit is appropriate to the client’s context.

      Worlds of the Shaman

      Shamanism recognizes that there is an ordinary consensual reality which is socially agreed upon. This ordinary reality is in the “middle” world that we all share. There is another dimension of reality, a “nonordinary” reality, which can be perceived in a shamanic state of consciousness. Nonordinary reality is often experienced by shamanic journeyers as consisting of an Upper and Lower World, with both worlds composed of multiple levels. These are inhabited by powerful, wise, and compassionate spirits who desire to assist us in the Middle World. These spirits are highly evolved beings that are not self-centered nor do they have agendas that serve their own self-interests.

      There is also the nonordinary Middle World reality which, although normally unseen, can powerfully affect us in our everyday lives. Unlike the spirits of the Upper and Lower World, these spirits do have their own agendas. Nature spirits might interact with shamanic practitioners in ways that are mutually beneficial. In traditional societies the shaman learned the location of animals that can be hunted from such spirits, and the shaman could gain knowledge of how particular plants can be used for medicine and food. But Middle World spirits are not always friendly and are sometimes dangerously intrusive. Some lower level forms of spirit entities act parasitically on humans and cause various maladies. Higher forms of spirit entities in the nonordinary reality of the Middle World may afflict humans, drawing on the host’s vitality and affecting their physical, emotional, spiritual, or mental health. However, Christians and others from religious traditions are in error in their tendency to label all such spirits as demonic. Much more discernment is required to accurately differentiate the kind of spirit and its motivation.

      Spirits of deceased humans may also linger in the Middle World either intentionally or because of some disorienting situation such as a traumatic death. Some of these may influence or attach to living humans. There are also spirits in the Middle World that are indifferent or neutral toward humans unless they inadvertently wander into proximity to a human or feel that humans are encroaching on their interests.

      The Middle World can be a dangerous place under the sway of powerful spirits with their own personal motivations. And humans who use power abusively may be under the influence of such spirits. But the Middle World is also a beautiful and fascinating place to live. A deepened reverence for this living planet and its many species of life is a natural product of exploring its physical and spiritual vastness. One can appreciate the Genesis creation story where God looks upon what God has made and calls it “good.” In so many ways it is good.

      The Upper and Lower Worlds, in contrast to the Middle World, are entirely places of benevolence. Many see these realms as in complete alignment with divine purposes, although not everyone assumes there is a divine supreme being caring and working for the destiny of all of these worlds. It is generally recognized that the Upper and Lower Worlds are composed of many levels and the shamanic practitioner can explore at least some of those levels (as well as the vastness of the Middle World).

      There are also “Interworld” zones located at the extremes of the Middle World, on the borders of the Upper and Lower Worlds. These are zones where living human spirits sometimes go while in coma or near death or in deep despair or some other extreme state. So the Interworld zones are like holding places for human spirits that are near death, or in an extreme state, or for some of those who have died but not yet made the transition to their next life. I have visited these zones on occasion. The Interworld is a very dark and shadowy place and it is dreary. When I have explored those zones I see many people there that seem depressed and isolated. If I go to visit a particular person I am taken directly to that person by one of my helping spirits, and in those situations I am less likely to see others nearby.

      In my first journey to the Interworld (I had no name for the location at that time) I had the intention to visit a person near death who was a member of the parish I attended. His family had given me permission to pray and meditate on his behalf in any way I felt appropriate. I had brought the parishioner’s situation to my spirit teacher and he suggested I visit him to assure him of God’s care and passage to the next life. I asked my spirit friend Bear to accompany us and lead us to where the dying man’s spirit was. It was very dark and misty but I could make out a man ahead of me so I walked in that direction. I came up to him and saw his face very clearly. He seemed happy and I introduced myself as one of the priests of his church. He suffered from dementia so I didn’t know if he knew who I was. I told him that his family was okay and were being cared for. I assured him that it was okay for him to go to God when it was the right time. He would know when it was time when he felt the strong pull of God’s love—that would be God calling him. I encouraged him to trust God and follow that pull or light. He seemed to understand what I said to him and was at peace with his temporary situation.

      In a typical Christian understanding of the Upper World, we might think of angels (including guardian angels), archangels, saints, Jesus, Mary, and Sophia (Wisdom) populating a heavenly realm permeated by the Spirit’s presence and power. Sometimes Christians have visionary experiences that put them in touch with these beings. These visions might be spontaneously occurring or arise from deep prayer, meditation states, fasts, or vigils. Our personal ancestors reside in this “heavenly” Otherworld realm and may sometimes visit us in dreams or through imaginal encounters. Christian theology describes the unity of the living and the dead in the love of God through Jesus Christ as the “communion of saints.” In Christian mystical experience these heavenly spirit beings—such as Mary or Jesus or an angel—sometimes bring healing or revelations. From a shamanic perspective the Upper World also includes various wise human teachers (tutelary spirits) and other beneficent beings regarded by some as gods and goddesses.

      Shamanism, oriented to an animistic understanding of nature and respectful of its powers, has also long known that there is a Lower World inhabited by equally compassionate, wise, powerful beings. These spirit beings usually appear as power animals and are wonderful helpers for humans who live in the Middle World. But like the spirits of the Upper World, they normally require partnership with humans to bring them to the Middle World where they can fully use their power for healing or other helpful purposes. People whose perceptions are formed by indigenous, nature-centered cultures may see their deceased relatives (ancestral spirits) dwelling in the Lower World in a way that Christians would consider “heavenly.” For Christians, it might help to think of both the Upper and Lower World as heavenly realms.

      In my understanding of Core Shamanism there is not a place that has been located that directly corresponds to the Christian concept of Hell. And within Christianity there are widely divergent opinions about a belief in Hell and what may be its purpose. However, some of the regions of the Interworld zones may have some correspondence to the notion of Hell or Purgatory.

      Seeing in Nonordinary Reality

      Why does a shamanic practitioner see spirits in a particular form? My own view is that spirits appear to us in ways that our minds can accept and grasp as meaningful. The particular appearance may well be a gloss on a reality that goes beyond our ability to fully comprehend. The form of the appearance may be symbolic, using metaphors shaped by our cultural lens to help the practitioner interpret what is “real.” The appearance and its underlying reality might be illustrated by the scripture stories of Jesus’ ascension into the heavens on a cloud, or Elijah’s riding to heaven on a fiery chariot. Our minds need to see what is occurring in a way that allows us to make meaning. Jesus and Elijah may well have shifted to a new dimension of reality, an “Upper World” or “heavenly realm,” and the ancient mind needed to see a cloud or chariot to convey that reality. What we “see” in nonordinary reality and what messages we receive are uniquely, and often metaphorically, adapted to the shamanic practitioner’s (or their client’s) particular needs and sense of meaning.

      Shamanic Alliances with Helping Spirits

      One of the initial tasks of shamanic practitioners is to learn how to make journeys to the Upper or Lower World and build alliances with compassionate spirits in those worlds. In my own experience I have had a number of dreams of lions and bears that gave me a sense that these spirits were reaching out to me. In early shamanic journeys I encountered these animals and befriended them as helping spirits. In truth, Lion and Bear had reached out to me long before I approached them. These power animals have their own personalities and their own particular special gifts. Other helping spirits have come to me through the spirit retrieval work done on my behalf by other shamanic practitioners.

      Sometimes a power animal will help me get to a place that I need to go in nonordinary reality. I merge with some spirits in order to do some forms of healing. I seek their counsel in divination (discernment) matters. They protect me when I am in the presence of a Middle World spirit that might harm me.

      Other helping spirits that shamanic practitioners may work with are Upper World beings. Angels, beings traditionally understood as gods or goddesses, human ascended masters, and ancestral spirits are part of the Upper World population that a practitioner may encounter. Some of these beings may choose to develop a relationship with the practitioner, and such spirits can provide powerful help for healing or divinatory purposes. Some Upper World spirits may become a shamanic practitioner’s teachers.

      It is important to realize that these Upper and Lower World helping spirits (whether animal or angelic or ancestral or in some other form) are not self-centered and agenda-filled beings. Rather, they are deeply compassionate and highly evolved beings that, from my perspective and based on my journeying experience, are completely aligned and in harmony with God’s divine purposes. They are beings that understand things from a far broader frame of reference than we humans are able to know from our limited Middle World experience. They are not restricted, as we are, to a fixed sense of time and space. They want to help us in our Middle World struggles and aid us in our needs for healing, practical knowledge, wisdom, and wholeness.

      Ethical Considerations

      However, the relationship that is forged is a partnership. In matters related to the Middle World it is the shamanic practitioner that has the final say on what is to be done. Because the helping spirit is visiting from a very different place beyond our normal cultural rules and normal ways of interacting it is the human practitioner that makes the judgments about what is going to actually be helpful for a client. That means that the shamanic practitioner needs to be very careful about how the power offered by the spirit is used. One of the basic tenets is that nothing should be done by a shamanic practitioner to another person without the free and informed consent of that person. In situations involving children or adults incapable of giving consent it must be given by a person authorized to represent their best interests. Even if the “client” is dead and no one can speak on their behalf, as we will discuss in psychopomp work, it still requires the consent of that human spirit.

      To act upon another person without their consent risks the dangers of practicing sorcery and abuse of power. Those who use their power by manipulating spirits to act upon others in harmful ways eventually discover that their helping spirits will leave them. That renders them spiritually defenseless and vulnerable to intrusions and attachments. While the “perfume” of the spiritual power they had gained from helping spirits will linger for a time, eventually the sorcerer will weaken and become subject to harm.

      Another ethical concern is how can we know what is truly the right course of action when working with elemental spirits in situations like weather control? We are not likely to have the big picture about how interfering with our weather climate will impact the whole network of ecological relationships. For instance, if a shamanic practitioner works with a nature spirit to induce rain during a drought, what can be the unconsidered effects on the region? Any approach to such interventions should be done with humility and discernment after seeking broad consultations. The shamanic practitioner’s best first course of action could be to ask guidance from helping spirits about how she or he can personally respond to the situation (whether in nonordinary or ordinary reality).

      Shamanic practitioners need to be vigilant to the temptation to accumulate power for its own sake—resulting in ego inflation and self-aggrandizement. When the primary focus is on gathering power and spirit allies as the measure of our greatness and importance we fail to honor the true responsibility and calling that comes with shamanic work. Shamanic practitioners are in the service of the community by working with spirits for the purpose of bringing healing, wisdom, and knowledge into our ordinary reality.2

      Practices for Healing and Divination

      It is our contention that spirits affect our spiritual, emotional, mental, social, and physical well-being as humans (as well as other species in this Middle World). Some spirits are benevolent and might even serve as agents of divine desire for supporting wholeness. Others can be harmful to us. We will look at some of the ways shamanic practitioners work with helping spirits for healing purposes. As will be mentioned at other times in this book, there are various ways “healing” can occur. Not all healing results in physical cure and the spiritual healing that a shamanic practitioner works to bring about is not intended to replace the benefits of Western medical practices. Shamanic healing practices (like Christian spiritual healing practices I will discuss in a later chapter) are intended to be complementary to Western medical practices. As with Western medicine, some conditions may require repeated sessions and a period of days following a session before the benefits of shamanic healing are noticed. Sometimes healing is not able to happen in a way we can recognize, whether in shamanic work, Christian spiritual healing, or in Western medicine. There are limits to our understanding and abilities, and sometimes the limits involve the client’s ability to respond or life lessons that need to be worked through. Humility in the face of mystery and destiny is an appropriate human attitude in this Middle World.

      The following are brief descriptions of shamanic practices that are typically offered as spiritual resources for healing and well-being. The terms and methods that are described may differ slightly depending on how the practitioner was trained and their learning gets refined from their spirit teachers and helping spirits. I want to emphasize that the shamanic practices described here should not be attempted unless you are receiving instruction and supervision through a competent shamanic training organization or are under the guidance and instruction of an experienced shamanic practitioner who has received advanced training. My purpose in this chapter, and later, is to make you aware of the range of shamanic practices for healing and understanding and how Upper and Lower World spirits can assist us.

      Guardian Spirit Retrieval. In the shamanic perspective, we humans are given from our birth a helping spirit, and we need this spirit as our ally in defending us in the rough and tumble of Middle World living. Without such a helping spirit (Christians might use the term “guardian angel”) we are very vulnerable and subject to sickness and various kinds of spirit attacks that can drain our vitality and cause harm. However, sometimes we may lose our helping spirit. We might feel “dispirited” or chronically depressed or lack vitality, or suffer from a chronic illness that is not responsive to normal medical treatment. The shamanic practitioner will, after consulting with spirit helpers to confirm the course of action, make a shamanic journey to perform a guardian spirit retrieval. Although not restricted to the Lower World or only for animal spirits, the purpose of the traditional journey is to locate a power animal that consents to be a helping spirit for the client and bring it to the client. Once a guardian spirit is retrieved the shamanic practitioner will suggest ways the client can develop a relationship with the spirit if this is unfamiliar to the client.

      The client can decide that the particular helping spirit is not a good match and may decline accepting the guardian spirit. Since helping spirits from the Lower or Upper World are highly evolved compassionate spirits that don’t get caught up in ego satisfaction they do not get upset if their offer to help a particular person is refused.

      Guardian spirit retrievals are also a common part of a broader treatment plan for some other conditions that we’ll describe later. Further, guardian spirit retrievals are also offered for people who wish more spiritual power and vitality. We can have more than one spirit ally that works with us in our life. However, it is important to avoid egoic temptations to try accumulating helping spirits as a measure of our power and prestige.

      Intrusive Spirit Extraction. In the shamanic experience there are low level spirits in the Middle World that can attach to people and cause localized harm and pain. Sometimes the spirits are just picked up like parasites or the sticky seeds of weeds. Sometimes the spirits are negative and nasty thought forms that are aimed at us by an angry person. The phrase “shooting daggers” comes to mind as an apt descriptor of thought forms that become intrusive spirits. They too can stick to us and work insidiously.  Sometimes the intrusive spirit can be the result of a spell cast on a victim. We are most vulnerable to intrusive spirits when we are weak due to stress or low on energy or our defense system is otherwise compromised. The physical manifestation is usually known as pain or a problem with a particular part of the body. It is resistant or slow to respond to usual medical treatment.

      The shamanic practitioner, upon confirming this spiritual treatment with the advice of the helping spirits, will enter into a trance and merge with a power animal or other helping spirit. With the aid of the helping spirit the practitioner will be able to “see” the intrusive spirit and remove it. Then the practitioner will clean the afflicted area and seal it for protection.

      Soul Retrieval. When we experience trauma, a part of our soul—our spiritual essence—might split off and reside apart from and inaccessible to the sufferer. Most of us have had some soul loss due to the situations that life brings: frightening situations, accidental injuries, chronic illness, and abusive situations can all bring on soul loss. There can be multiple soul fragments that have split off from the body over time due to various traumas. The severity of soul loss can be experienced on a continuum from feeling “dispirited,” or feeling like “I’ve lost a piece of my self,” to being “unable to enjoy something that once was a part of me,” to coma (nearly complete soul loss), or death (complete soul loss). In soul retrieval the shamanic practitioner journeys into the nonordinary Middle World in search of the soul fragment or fragments that the client desires to have reunited. Upon finding the soul fragment the practitioner seeks the consent of the fragment to come back to the client. If consent is given the practitioner returns the soul part back to the client.

      Psychopomp. The word psychopomp is of Greek derivation and means “guide of souls” and refers to guiding the souls of deceased humans to the afterlife. When some humans die under traumatic circumstances their spirit remains stuck in the Middle World. Victims of war, violent accidental death, great fear of punishment, shame, and feelings of unworthiness are some of the conditions that may cause a dead human spirit to remain in the Middle World. Without help, they are unable to move on to the next stage of their life. Some are disoriented and fearful and show the symptoms of being in distress. These suffering human spirits may not even be aware that they are dead. Religions may have rituals that aim to assist souls in moving from this world to the next.

      The shamanic practitioner may be trained in psychopomp work to provide compassionate assistance, with the aid of helping spirits, in conducting the souls of the dead to their next destination. In a shamanic journey the practitioner is guided to the suffering human spirit and engages in a conversation to assure that it knows that it is dead. Once that is established the practitioner asks the spirit if it desires to move on to the next world. If consent is given the practitioner will use one of the methods to guide the spirit to that destination.

      Not all deceased human spirits are ready to give consent to move on to their next world. Some may choose to remain in this Middle World existence to assist living family or for other purposes. Or it may have something that yet needs to be resolved before the spirit feels free to move on. The basic question is: are you happy here or do you want to move on? If the human spirit is ready to move on it may choose to go to the Upper or Lower World. Those who are strongly influenced by Western orientations and monotheistic religions are likely to choose the Upper World as their destination. Those strongly influenced by nature-based religions and indigenous cultures are more likely to choose the Lower World as their destination.

      Compassionate Depossession. Middle World spirits may influence, afflict, or possess a person. Religions may have rituals and methods for dealing with such situations. Christianity has developed “deliverance” practices for freeing victims of spirit influence and affliction, and may employ exorcism rituals for dealing with cases of involuntary possession. Those practices focus on delivering the suffering victim of possession or affliction, but are not concerned about the spirit which is also suffering.

      The approach that shamanic practitioners use is remarkably compassionate in that it aims to free both the suffering client and the suffering spirit.  It also recognizes that to simply cast away a spirit is less effective than working for the spirit’s own release from its suffering. Most such spirits will just find someone else to afflict or possess unless they are also treated.

      The shamanic practitioner will also determine the nature of the spirit that is doing the attaching or afflicting. Is it human or some other form of spirit? In shamanic experience many of the spirits are deceased humans who are needing psychopomp help! In their stuck condition in the nonordinary Middle World these suffering human spirits have been attracted to a living human and seek an attachment. The human might have died as an addict or have some other severe condition it suffered with, and it may carry that over to the living human to whom it attaches. The human then develops the symptom the spirit has brought.

      There are spirits not of human origin that can afflict a human. Some may simply be in the wrong place or have a legitimate need that it wants recognized and met. Some are “thought forms” that have taken on a life of sorts and need to be removed. Some are very dark and powerful spirits—what we might call demons. But even these spirits are ultimately suffering, since they are caught in an existence controlled by fear and domination and without love and light.

      The practitioner opens up communication, with the aid and protection of one or more powerful helping spirits, to work with the afflicting spirit or spirits and also to honor the needs and concerns of the client. The initial purpose is to protect the client and communicate with the spirit to get it to realize that it is wrong to attach to a living human without the human’s consent. Then the practitioner engages the spirit in a firm but caring style with the goal of getting it to not only realize its own suffering, but realize also that a path to its own release and true well-being is available. If it absolutely refuses help, it can be isolated in a holding place where it may have the opportunity to eventually move toward the light. It is removed from the client and taken to an appropriate place. The client is then free and if damage is present the helping spirit will work to heal and cleanse the client.

      Often the afflicting spirit, upon realizing its own path of healing and freedom, is asked to repair any damage it has made to the client just prior to being given over to helping spirits that take it to its appropriate place for the next stage of its life. Sometimes the spirit makes earnest apologies to the client for the harm it has caused once it owns up to the damage it has done and is ready to leave.

      Divination Practices

      Shamanic practices also include various ways of receiving knowledge and wisdom from the spirit worlds. Often this is in response to a question the practitioner wants addressed for her/himself or on behalf of another person or group. I mentioned earlier that in hunting and gathering cultures the shaman would seek from the spirits knowledge of where herds of prey were located and when the best time for a hunt might be. The shaman would learn from a plant’s spirit the ways it could be used as medicine or food. Since trees and rocks (like all creation from an animist perspective) have a spirit, the shamanic practitioner can seek the counsel of a tree’s or rock’s spirit about a question or situation and receive images or words or thoughts that can provide guidance. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus tells hearers, “I tell you, if these [people] were silent, the stones would shout out” (19:40). He may well be speaking figuratively but he could also be saying something obvious to a first-century culture oriented to shamanic possibilities.

      One of my own practices has been to get to know some of the elementals and other spirits in nature in the region where I live. Since I have a daily walk routine (accompanied by some of my spirit friends) on a trail along the San Pablo Bay I have introduced myself to some of the local spirits. The Spirit of the Land has come to me as a large dynamic bundle of earth and stone. I’ve given it assurances of my appreciation for the beauty and well-being of the region. It has permitted me to journey deep beyond the ground surface and allowed me to observe its ancient structures and forces. I can draw strength and stability from its presence. In my walks I often find Brother Wind stirring and give thanks for its cleansing and enlivening sweeps—and associate it with the Holy Spirit blowing where it will. I’ve sat on a bench and seen the spirit of the bay come to me, first appearing as a large and dynamic bundle of water but then forming the shape of an elegant woman: the Lady of the Bay. Mount Tamalpais is the largest of the coastal mountains I can see from my house and on my walks on the bay trail. I make shamanic journeys to cultivate my relationship with the majestic and strong spirit of Mount Tam. Likewise, in being spiritually open and present to the beautiful little hummingbird perched on a tree branch near the bench where I sit I can encounter the spirit Hummingbird. These spirit beings can become teachers and companions, enriching our lives and calling us to care for the world around us with greater depth than before. Often along my walks on the trail I simply say a heartfelt greeting to these physical elements and life forms and their embodied spirits who are becoming my friends.

      The shamanic journey to visit with a spirit teacher will provide an opportunity to receive knowledge or wisdom about a matter of concern. Likewise, a shamanic divination journey to a power animal about a question or concern will likely result in a response that can illuminate the situation. The “answer” may be given directly or in symbolic actions or metaphoric images, but it will be designed to address the questioner’s situation. Sometimes the response will point to an inadequate framing of the question, or indicate that there is something deeper to address than what the initial question posed.

      Shamanic practitioners can also make exploratory journeys into the vastness of the Middle World cosmos, as well as explore the different levels of the Upper and Lower World. Journeys made into all of these realms expand the practitioner’s perceptions of reality and bring with it a powerful sense of wonder and awe. Shamanic journeying opens our horizon of reality and helps us realize how privileged we humans are to have a small but valued part in the immensity of these worlds. Engaging the compassionate helping spirits of the Upper and Lower World properly evokes humility as we recognize the generous gift of friendship with such wonderful beings.

      Tragic Tensions

      In John Mabry’s chapter we will see ways where Christianity shares visionary elements that bear a striking resemblance to shamanistic journeys. Since shamanism is likely the spiritual forerunner and foundation of the major world religions it is not surprising that this parallel is present. It is our contention that a respectful relationship between Christianity and shamanism should exist that allows for the gifts that can enrich each tradition.

      However, it is extremely important to recognize that the combined might of the Roman Empire and post-Constantinian Christian religious power has, over the centuries, destroyed Western European shamanic cultures and has often oppressed and devastated indigenous shamanism. This militant and triumphalist form of Christianity has allowed no room for other expressions of the human spirit or experiences of spiritual reality. As a Christian this is a bitter and tragic legacy of my religious tradition that must be confronted and offered for repentance. Sadly, this is not just a horrific thing of the past. Michael Harner wrote of Sami (formerly “Lapp”) shamans in the past needing to hide their drums in remote locations and only using them in secret:

      
        
        In northern Sweden in 1983…my wife, Sandra, I and some Sami friends visited a few rural Sami households. I carried my drum in a case. A Lutheran priest followed us from house to house and questioned the people after we left to find out what we were doing with our drum. I found similar Episcopalian missionary pressure a few years later among the inland Inuit in Canada, forcing people to abandon the shaman’s drum. As had been the situation for centuries elsewhere, the noise of the drum for journeying made shamans an easy target for identification and retribution.3

        

      

      But even recently persecutions continue. My own religious denomination, Episcopal Church USA, is a liberal church that prides itself on openness to a wide spectrum of theological opinion. But lines have been drawn by some bishops as to what forms of leadership in other faith traditions can be tolerated for Episcopal clergy. And in recent years an Episcopal priest who was elected bishop by the convention of the Diocese of Northern Michigan failed to get the church-wide consent of bishops and standing committees necessary to be consecrated. The problem was reported to center on his advocacy and personal spiritual practice of some Buddhist forms of meditation.

      Lillie Fowley Roden, D.Min. is a lay Episcopalian in Texas, a Eucharistic minister; and a retired educator, psychotherapist, and spiritual director. She is also a Pipe Carrier in Earthtribe. Her book Christianity and Nature-based Spirituality: A Shamanic Journey Through the Medicine Wheel is a deeply researched study and a wise and integrative exploration of healing and wholeness. She remains rooted in her church but wrote about the difficulty she experienced in the past as she was being considered for ordination:

      
        
        My journey into the nature-based pathway resulted in conflicts with my primary family and a few members of my traditional church. Some years back, I was sent up for the Episcopal priesthood for the third time and went through the entire process, which is lengthy and difficult. At the last meeting with the Commission on Ministry, the process seemingly ended because I carry a Pipe and claim my nature-based spirituality and honor my genetic lineage.4

        

      

      I write this while holding a great love and appreciation for the Christian faith, especially in its progressive, inclusive, and sacramental aspects. However it is crucial for followers of Jesus to take very seriously the ways that the liberating and healing gospel good news can be betrayed by fear of the other and the lure of power and control. Institutions are just as susceptible as individuals to sins of pride, greed, wrath, and the like. And so the Christian religion under leaders that have succumbed to such distortions has done terrible things in the name of the Prince of Peace. Doing so betrays the spirit of this great tradition.

      My purpose in writing this sober recognition of our painful failures as a religion is to acknowledge the harm but not disassociate from the Church. We need to learn from our failings and embrace a broader sense of spiritual belonging. For much good, much healing and wisdom, comes from the community of the followers of Jesus.
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