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I am a storyteller who was taught by gifted writers that information is the enemy of drama. This tale, which is the second installment of my passage through this dream we call life has plenty of drama and it is also a map I am leaving behind for those who might follow. Unlike classic story structure the terrain of this deep inner and outer journey often defies logic. The fact that much of it is nonrational doesn’t invalidate the dense gems hidden within its alien, nonlinear symbolic language. The information will get dense, nonsensical, and hard to follow at times, but this is in the service of accuracy. The chaos of my recorded dreams and visions may often come across as excessive, but I felt it important to record my deeply personal subjective experiences, particularly when my dreams and their interplay with my visions were stimulated by the teacher plants of the Amazon that bring life changing revelations in the isolation of shamanic plant dietas. 

Remembering dreams and visions comes out of sequence, typically though not always moving backward from the most recent memories. While analyzing them I realized that the nonrational creative side of my brain was putting on plays and telling stories in its own unique language of metaphor and symbolism which is what we do with our art, books, music, and movies. Instead of communicating by stringing thoughts in linear sentences, our right hemisphere uses this symbolism as its own unique language to convey its concerns. 

As far as my human interactions with the “external” world go, the names have been changed to protect the guilty.

[image: image]

ONE

The Song Remains The Same, But Hopefully The Dance Has Improved

At the time of this writing I have spent more than a quarter of a century traveling the mountains, deserts, and jungles of North, South, and Central America pursuing my studies of shamanism. The majority of that time has been focused on hunting the most cunning, treacherous, predator known to man deep in the primal heart of the Peruvian Amazon. I am cognizant of the fact that the act of hunting makes me a predator, but I am also the prey and I sense my quarry stalking me, ready to pounce and overwhelm me at the first sign that I am not paying attention.  

There's a tacit agreement in the back and forth of my predator/prey dance where they mirror each other so precisely that the predator becomes the prey and the prey becomes the predator, often from instant to instant. Although opposites they are complementary and inexplicably bound to each other until it becomes indistinguishable as to who is who.

Many of us like to think that we are beings of the highest light; “hue-man” beings, but if you take an honest look at the human condition and our relentless drive to consume more at the expense of fellow human beings, plants, animals, and all other forms of life along with the natural resources that we exploit to our detriment, the sad truth is that we are far from the light. 

We are ravenous beasts that destroy practically everything we come in contact with, driven by greed and senseless addictions to what we think of as power. The irony of this makes it a futile attempt to fill an emptiness that can never be filled, and the more “things” we acquire in this transitory blip in the Cosmos that we call life, the more attached we become to them and the more acute our emptiness becomes. Our collective instinct is to deny and distract ourselves from these obsessions to obscure the truth of our existence at the expense of everything else.

All anyone needs to do is examine the state we find ourselves in amidst the aftermath of an environment that we have destroyed in our rampant quest for more, regardless of the cost to what sustains us and all of the life that we share our planet with.

We are living a lie, or better still a canon of lies, and the sad state we live in with our supposed brothers and sisters, and the widespread death, suffering, extinction, and destruction of all living things cannot be denied. The catastrophic events we are living through and perpetuating are the results of our own actions. Our self destruction is self induced and the collapse of our environment is manmade even when these events appear to be “natural disasters” like hurricanes, floods, tsunamis, pandemics, and tornadoes. More often than not these are the result of the damage we have done to our environment by destroying the natural world we were born into.

We all share variations of the same demons of self-deprecation, self-destruction, martyrdom, stubbornness, greed, arrogance, and impatience. Some of these are in greater proportions than others depending on individual manifestations, but collectively the path of the inner work is the same, although the terrain can be radically different for each of us. 

If you have not figured it out by now, the demonic predator that I so desperately seek in my inner and outer jungle is myself, or better still my shadow, which is of my own making. We all harbor the same denied abandoned monsters and we all try to deal with them in our own unique ways of distraction, which adds to the collective madness we are all drowning in. 

From as far back as I can remember I have never been comfortable in a world of lies and hypocrisy in a system that is doomed to failure pursuing fleeting gratification to the relative few by taking advantage of the larger exploited masses.

Many of us love to think of ourselves as spiritual beings of light, but the bigger truth is that we are beings of light and darkness. We deny the darkness we have created in ourselves as defensive egoic personalities huddling in the darkness, abandoned as unloved children we have fostered. We refer to them as our shadow, which is both intensely personal and collective.

How can we become whole when we ignore our dark, “hidden” nature by cultivating endless lies and distractions designed to keep our attention focused outside of ourselves when the real work of self discovery lies within where the terrifying truth hides in the darkness?

From my very first inklings of awareness I have longed for and dedicated my life to searching for Truth in a lie filled world. A quote from my first published book, a short story collection titled The Small Dark Room of the Soul shares this sentiment.

"Through the ages, countless spiritual disciplines have urged us to look within ourselves and seek the truth. Part of that truth resides in a small, dark room—one we are afraid to enter." 

This has turned out to be the driving force of my existence, literally to the detriment of all else. 

What is it like to seek out the place where your deepest fears are amplified and there is nowhere to hide, and no one to save or protect you, forcing you to face the darkness head on and embrace awe and terror? Where is such a “place” where the predator becomes the prey and the prey becomes the predator? In ancient South American shamanic cultures this is called being swallowed by the jaguar. In other ancient cultures it is referred to as being decapitated and/or being dismembered.

Looking back, I was amazed to discover my dawning awareness evident in my first published collection of short horror stories. I didn’t realize it at the time, but all of the monsters in my stories are human and collectively the writing of them turned out to be an examination of humanity’s shadow.

What you are reading now is titled Picaflor, meaning “bite or sting flower”, the Spanish name for Hummingbird used in Peru. It is the continuation of my life’s journey chronicled in my memoir Spirit Matters which ended in the year two-thousand at the turn of the century. I am gratified to see after more than two decades that “the song remains the same”, and though I have reached higher and more refined levels of awareness, I am comforted by the fact that I will never become fully enlightened because spirit is infinite. Any delusion of enlightenment implies boundaries and limitations to what is ineffable, incomprehensible, and infinitely beyond any conception of what I or anyone else can ever conceive of within the boundaries of the three dimensional dream that we share.

Though it is more than twenty years later with lifetimes of experience behind me, the starting point is the same, as everything does come full circle, something the ancients knew on many levels. Infinitely expanding circles take the form of spirals that begin at a point, which by definition has no dimension and which also defines spirit as it has no limitations and no place in three dimensional reality, except as a starting point of spirit into matter. This expanding circle coming into existence from the no dimensional point of beginning is the essence of the word inspiration, which is what my life and my work have been.  

In the spirit of this sacred, inspired circle of existence that encompasses birth, death, rebirth, and the ever expanding journey of the gift of this adventure we call life, I am resuming this journey of my passage through three dimensional “reality” with the beginning and end of my memoir Spirit Matters.

In many respects this opening from Spirit Matters is where it all begins and where it all ends.  

It is returning, at last it is coming home to me – my own Self and those parts of it that have long been abroad and scattered among all things and accidents.


—Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra















A WAKING DREAM

I am outside of time and space where the normal rules of perception no longer apply. Colors with hues that defy description bombard me, then unfold in multicolored geometric progressions that could be microcosmic quantum expressions, or unfolding galaxies. Within these realms I have lived as an insect devoured by still bigger insects, which have in turn been devoured by lizards and snakes with long ethereal stomachs that have passed me into nonrational dimensions that both amaze and terrify.

Outside of my physical body the frogs, birds, insects, jaguars, and other creatures of the Peruvian Amazon fill the night air with their calls, cries, twitters, and buzzes. For me there is no difference between the infinity expressing itself outside of me and the infinity that I soar through inside of me. It is all one. Outside of time and space a noise from deep in the jungle sounds as if it is right beside me, startling me. Sometimes I feel myself fully present and aware in two places at the same time, often in different times and dimensions.

After experiencing the consciousness of predator and prey in the lower worlds, I have flown first as a Condor, then as a Hummingbird into sublime and exquisite high frequency realities exploding with neon luminescent pastel manifestations that defy rationality. While my spirit soars, my body quivers and my insides teeter on the verge of both vomiting and shitting. 

I soar between agony and ecstasy as each experience awes my soul with a palette of emotions that range from heavenly bliss to a hellish, maddening terror that cannot be articulated, much less comprehended. I am vaguely aware of others sitting around me in the humid jungle night inside a circular open air hut called a maloca. Many of them vomit and sometimes cry out in fear or bliss as they pass through their own visions. I feel my soul connected to theirs.

Our visions are directed by the music of a white clad mestizo shaman who sings magical songs, plays different flutes, and a stringed mandolin like instrument called a charango. He is the keeper of a vast body of knowledge of Amazonian healing plants that dates back to prehistoric times. His specialty is a unique combination of plants that have brought me to this visionary state that continues to unfold outside of three dimensional reality.

In this waking dream where time and space become fluid, I not only soar through alien vistas of sight, sound, and feeling, I also travel through events of my life, both good and bad, often reliving them and their emotional content. Throughout my journey, I often confront hidden aspects of myself that have been ignored and denied because of the negative emotional charge that they hold. I sometimes vomit when confronted with something particularly unpleasant, which clears it out energetically in what is called a purge.

I have come a long way to this remote spot deep in the primordial rain forest, far from civilization to spend extended time isolated in nature to learn what the plants have to teach me, especially about myself. To be healed I must confront the forces that have driven and tortured me throughout my life so that I can understand the lessons that they have to teach me. To get to their root, I must travel back to my beginnings so I can come to terms with the energies that brought me into this life.

––––––––
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EPILOGUE

If I ever had any doubts about the reality of my jungle experiences, my conversation with my mother proved to me deep in the recesses of my heart that spirit does matter. In my inner journeys I have discovered that I am a warrior with my many selves who has hunted the darkness where the lost and forgotten aspects of my Self have raged in fear and hopelessness. Fear and death have been my greatest teachers, but it is the spirits of the plants who have shown me the many faces of Mother Earth, Father Sky, and the Oneness that binds them all to the infinite Cosmos that lie beyond this narrow and fragile dream we call reality.

My story is a myth, a word whose original meaning meant, “One’s truest and deepest story”, and it is in this spirit that I have laid my life before you to show the many paths I have walked in search of truth, meaning, and my endless fascination with the boundaries, real or imagined, that blur, define, or redefine what each of us thinks of as real.

We all have personal truths that we carry in our hearts through the agony and ecstasy of each transitory moment of our existence that transforms who we are from moment to fluid moment. These inner truths made manifest in our conscience are proof of a greater reality made painfully evident in the fear and helplessness that grip us in the face of our own inevitable deaths.

My path has taken me from early, lost innocence in a civilized “jungle”, to the real jungle where spirit did indeed touch my soul and show me the infinite teaching of the limitless expanse of consciousness that Spirit truly Is.  

My inner and outer sojourn from splintered dissonance has led me toward an evolving wholeness that is itself evolving toward an even greater Oneness encompassed by All That Is, so that my divided and chaotic selves can continue transforming from a dark chrysalis of selfishness into a magical butterfly of selflessness that will wing its way homeward, back to the One.

My explorations into inner worlds have shown me that we are far more than we ever imagined. In them spirit has revealed to me that I am star dust, manifest in the wind, the rain, the rivers, the lakes, and the oceans. I am the rocks and the mountains and the ground that gives life. I am the grasses in the fields, the flowers, trees, vines, bushes, funguses, mosses, and molds. I am all of the creatures of the earth; my brothers and sisters who fly, walk, crawl, slither, and swim, for I am a keeper of the cosmic fire that burns within every one of them. I am in all of the plants and all of the animals because I come from the heavens, but I am of the earth. I am all of these things and all of these things are within me, because I am a child of the stars, born of the earth. Though I come from spirit, I will never forget that I am my mother’s child, and I would not have come into this magical place we call the earth were it not for the union of my mother and father.

The gift of their complementary wounds polarized me, forcing me to rise above the paradox of anger and sorrow to a transcendent, emotionally balanced perspective. It is truly a miracle that I survived the darkness and difficulties that I faced in my early life. SomeOne loves me. SomeOne has been watching over me, guiding me, and protecting me each step of the way, and as it turns out, I wasn’t unloved and abandoned after all. I got lost. Now me and my shadow are finding our way home. 

TWO

Row Your Boat

Stories from the jungle tend to carry a more profound impact when you hear them in an altered state and more often than not they contain valuable pointers in navigating Ayahuasca journeys and life in general. I think this comes from the fact that you are far more subjective to what you hear because you are listening with more parts of you being opened. What follows is written in this same spirit of openness.  

In the lore of the jungle, Ayahuasca is broken down into colored varieties which are primarily red, black, white, and yellow with variations. In terms of botanical classification there is no difference, but there are big differences at the energetic level. They say that yellow Ayahuasca comes on slowly and the visions are celestial and angelic. Red Ayahausca is more physical and purgative and brings no visions. Black Ayahuasca is much stronger, comes on quicker and lasts longer, and white Ayahuasca is reputed to facilitate light or dark magic.  

Within this lore it is said that after experiencing deep and profound life changing effects on his psyche and the drastic behavioral changes it engendered, a man asked an old wizened vegetalista about the nature and validity of what Ayahuasca shows you. 

After considering the question for a moment, the elder shaman said, “One third of what Ayahuasca shows you is the truth, and one third of what Ayahuasca shows you is not the truth.”

The man waited for the old man to complete his response until it became apparent that nothing more was forthcoming, so he finally said, “What about the other third?”

The old shaman shrugged and threw up his hands.

This is an indisputable truth that I discovered both in the messages from spirit that Ayahuasca opened me to in my dreams and visions, and what I learned the hard way in the life’s lessons that came to me in the years following my first Ayahuasca experiences.  

This is what American Indians call Coyote.

Spirit Matters ended in the Peruvian Amazon at the turn of the century in a profound life changing experience that proved to me unequivocally the reality at the core of it in spite of the remaining questionable two thirds.

Spirit Matters.

One of the fascinating aspects of inspiration, epiphanies, visions, revelations, and realizations is the fact that they are subjective experiences. Jesus, Buddha, Mohammed, shamans, and anyone living and breathing in the world of consensual reality as we know it can be consumed in total rapture, deeply communing with God, a saint, far flung ancestors, entities from alien cultures, or any number of other non-physical beings while embracing a reality that to them is far more real and profound than the physical world. To the outside observer of their physical state they can appear nonresponsive to the point of being comatose, twitching, or wracked with spasms, and in the case of Ayahuasca, vomiting, drooling, and shitting their pants, which can be a disturbing sight to behold to uninitiated external observers.

In modern times those who exhibit these conditions are often drugged into submission and institutionalized, sometimes by necessity, but in ancient indigenous cultures people in these states were revered and taken care of out of respect for the divine that they were thought to be in communion with.

In light of this truth I find it humorous to hear or give reports of deep inner transformation facilitated by Ayahuasca or other entheogenic experiences to a fascinated listener who will ask, “Did you hallucinate and see colors and patterns?”

When the person who had the experience confirms this, sometimes the questioner will invalidate and discount the deep inner shifts that occurred because the person who had them admitted to seeing colors and patterns in their visions. On one occasion when someone asked me about this a woman who was listening in became indignant and said, “It’s all just hallucinations!”

I responded with, “You are correct!”, and with a sweeping gesture with my hand said, “And so is all this! As a matter of fact, I’m just a figmentation of your imagination and in the next few moments, none of this will exist anymore and tomorrow it will be nothing but a memory.”

She stood up in a huff and stormed off. 

Now that I have expounded on what I consider to be deep wisdom I want to stress that everything I share here is a reality that exists in my universe, and everyone is entitled to their own version of what constitutes theirs. I give my perspective here as an offering from my experiences that have resulted from my personal search for Truth, not as an argument or a point to prove. By its very nature an offering can be taken or left which is up to the person presented with the choice.

In reflecting back on these personal revelations, it fascinates me to see how my beliefs, hopes, and attitudes have evolved over the two decades of life challenges that befell me at the very moment I thought I had a achieved some life goals and arrived at happiness and stability. The deeper truth proved to me that nothing is permanent, validating the wisdom of the old nursery rhyme most of us have learned and possibly sung.

“Row, row, row your boat gently down the stream.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.”

On that same note, (pun intended) icaros are medicine songs sung to the spirits of the plants and animals in Ayahuasca ceremonies to appeal to and flatter them into helping guide, heal, and facilitate the journey. Ayahuasca is thought of as the river and the icaros are the boats that carry you along it.

In many indigenous cultures, dreams, visions, and every day “waking consciousness”, including any number of altered states are not separate states of awareness, but are considered one continuum that once embraced includes death. With that realization the imaginary veils that we create and believe in become progressively transparent until they dissolve completely.

In my personal experience of pushing the limits of my consciousness as far as possible through every altered state that has become available to me, my transformation has been quickened by entheogenic experiences, particularly through 5MEODMT and even more so with Ayahuasca and other teacher plants I have embraced in the many shamanic plant dietas I have endured in the Peruvian Amazon.

The never ending result is that my dreams and visions have spilled over into each other and these in turn have seeped into my waking life making it all one continuum for me. The beauty of this iconoclastic and unifying shift in consciousness is that the magic of my dreams and visions are now an integral part of my “waking life”, making my dreams and visions more real and meaningful, and my waking life more magical and dreamlike.

In shamanism and other spiritual practices, particularly Buddhism, the gift of this magic brings with it the tremendous power of nonattachment. This is a state of overcoming attachment to desire for things, people, or concepts of the world that results in a heightened perspective that holds its own challenges and increased responsibilities, among them the ability to relate to most people in a meaningful way.

By its very nature a heightened perspective goes beyond rationality and the limitations of logic. Any effort to articulate it forces us to go beyond these strictures and express the concept by bridging it with more expansive perceptions of archetypes in the form of the visual, self-apparent Universal language of geometry, one of the primary dialects of Ayahuasca.

To make the point, (pun intended, but not really), in the preceding chapter I touched upon the starting point in reference to infinitely expanding spirals that begin at a point that defines spirit which is actually indefinable. Spirit has no boundaries or limitations making it infinite with no place in three dimensional reality, except as a point of beginning that comes into existence from no dimension, and the essence of the word inspire.  

In an effort to “straighten things out” in a linear manner and literally and figuratively reinforce this infinite point that impinges on three dimensional reality, there can be no argument that everything that evolves must have a beginning. This nexus is defined as the point of origin where the intangible becomes tangible and the first duality that defines our existence comes into play. This infinity point is the basis for our dualistic three dimensional world view that plays out endlessly in the way we perceive it.

Spirit-matter, subject-object, positive-negative, yin-yang, male-female, day-night, sleeping-waking, and life-death are a small sampling of the dual archetype that provides the basis for life. It manifests in the inhale-exhale of our lungs, the beating of our hearts, the ticking of our clocks, our music in the primal beats of a drum, and the notes which would not be differentiated without the spaces between them. Two is also the basis for our world wide web of information, based on the simple binary notation of yes and no symbolized by ones and zeroes. The permutations of duality are endless, but to understand its origins we need to get to the point where it all begins. 

A point has no size and can only be imagined. It fixes a location in space and has a dimension equal to zero. If you take a point and move it from its original location straight to another location, this moving point creates a line which constitutes the first dimension known as length.

This movement is a manifestation of energy, which is the essence of consciousness. When we move a line that has no thickness straight from its original location to another location, it leaves the first dimension and becomes a plane which has two dimensions, length and width.

When we move a plane, it leaves two dimensions and creates a solid body with three dimensions; length, width, and height. If each of these dimensional shifts cover the same distance, the result is a cube, the basic representation of three dimensional reality. When you move a three dimensional body in space it remains a three dimensional body and does not leave the third dimension.

If you can imagine yourself without dimension, you would be formless spirit or essence. Zero dimension is represented by the point, the first dimension indicating energetic movement is the line, the second dimension is the surface, and the third dimension is the solid body. If you imagine yourself as a being who can only move within the first dimension of a straight line, all you would see is points, not your own dimensionality. When we attempt to draw something within a line, points are the only option.

A two dimensional being moving through a plane would encounter lines and thus distinguish one-dimensional beings, but not their own two dimensions. By this same progression a three-dimensional being would encounter planes and perceive two dimensional beings, but not the dimension they occupy.

A one dimensional being can perceive only points, a two-dimensional being only one dimension, and a three-dimensional being only two dimensions. By the logic of this progression it becomes apparent that the perception of each dimension necessitates being one dimension above it, so human beings who can delineate external beings in three dimensions and manipulate three dimensional spaces are four dimensional beings and just as in the example above, human beings cannot perceive the fourth dimension that we live in.

The point of these intellectual gymnastics is to demonstrate that we have to occupy the dimension above to perceive the dimensions below, but if our consciousness resides in lower dimensions, the higher dimensions are incomprehensible because of the boundaries and limitations of where our awareness is focused. 

My original memoir Spirit Matters ended at the close of the twentieth century. This continuation of that adventure is being written more than two decades into the twenty-first century in a brave new world, or better still a strange new world that validates the words of Terence McKenna, when he said, “The weirder it gets, the weirder it gets.”

With these words I share the continuing dream of my brief passage through the transitory, magical dream of my three dimensional reality where instead of working toward the center and finding transcendence by overcoming the paradox of opposites, the majority of my fellow humans perpetuate an unsustainable, splintered, chaotic, polarized, war mongering society driven by fear, selfishness, and greed. 

At this point in space and time I feel so far removed from the obsessions and collective insanity of the masses that I cannot in good conscience contribute any of my precious energy to it, yet my heart goes out to the pain, suffering, and confusion of my brothers and sisters that we have brought upon ourselves and currently find ourselves trapped in.

I find myself saying more and more that I’m not from here and don’t belong here. I can only look within, and the further I look within, the further out I go and the more removed I feel from this ball of confusion where we currently exist. I am in no hurry to hasten my death, but I have to admit to looking forward to that portal out of these three dimensions and the possibilities that the great mystery holds for me.

It is my sincere hope that whoever or wherever you are, reading or listening to what follows might provide a map of some sort left behind by an intrepid explorer that could point to some shortcuts through the jungle of life on earth, and that my many missteps and hard won lessons will provide insight to help you avoid the traps that I endured so you can take it to the next level.  

THREE

Shadow Dancing In The Mirrors

When I was getting ready to leave for my first shamanic plant dieta in the Peruvian Amazon in October of 2000 where Spirit Matters ended, my mentor who I will refer to as Yoda told my friend Lorenzo who created the Psychedelic Salon podcast, “Say goodbye to him, he’s not coming back.”

We had a good laugh over that. 

I had a sense of what he meant, but had no idea of how prophetic this statement was, and how multilayered and far reaching those simple words would be on levels I could scarcely comprehend. I captured the essence of that shift in consciousness at the beginning of this book and it is detailed in Spirit Matters. 

Not only did my inner world become transformed by the massive shift in perspective I experienced, it made it flexible and adaptable, a key to survival for any organism. In line with that my outer world changed completely, much of it due to the bigger external events of the world around me.

Looking back, I see that those spirit journeys taken with sincere intention prepared me for what was coming in so many unexpected ways that I might not have survived without the “dress rehearsals” my visions gave me, something that continues to unfold for me. I think of this opening as precognition. Whether I experience it in visions or not, that door is now open to me all the time and as is true in the world of psychonauts and consciousness expansion, once certain doors are opened there is no turning back.

The first notion of visionary precognition goes back to prehistory and the ancient beliefs and intentions of Ayahuasca traditions. In jungle lore, by sharing in the vibratory field of an animal's spirit energy in a state of surrender on that entity's terms, that animal learns from the human by seeing things through human eyes while the human learns other modes of perception from seeing things through the animal's eyes.

In this manner, by mutual agreement and the understanding that comes from sharing the energetic field and perception of specific animals, the shaman hunts the animals in spirit first, then follows through in the actual physical hunt.

This learned ability to tune in to and commune with these diverse plant and animal energies allows them to experience it all in a definitive subjective manner that helps them understand other perspectives. This cultivates empathy which is the ability to understand and share the feelings of another, and it opens them up in ways that only direct experience can while aiding them in developing the skills necessary for what is defined as soul retrieval.

This concept became a guiding light for me and has aided me in finding compassion for every entity I encounter, be it plant, animal, insect, politician, criminal, clergy, junkie, crackhead, racist, and any other manifestation of consciousness which in ancient thought are all equal in each of their own unique ways. 

This “consciousness equality” is connected to the concept of what I call shamanic mirroring which has exploded in this recent turn of the century while demonstrating for me how the Greater Cosmos always seeks balance.

In this “new age” of the twenty-first century we have instantaneous internet access with our technological mirrors known as digital cameras, cell phones, and all manner of communication. Editors and censors are being bypassed, and the mirror of truth is being revealed showing the lies of governments and the atrocities of war as well as the lies and propaganda of diverse agendas. This exposure has gotten to the point where we have gone overboard in the name of political correctness, essentially erasing history from the shame of our past collective sins.

We have brought a worldwide covid pandemic upon ourselves and environmental chaos through greed, ignorance, and disrespect for our planet and the elemental forces of nature that sustain us. Our consumer culture has laid bare our collective shadow swallowing us in darkness and confusion. Everyone is buzzing about the latest scandals, not to mention the numerous incidents of police brutality, racial conflicts, mass murders, political corruption, wars, and more. The list is endless. The phenomena of Facebook allowed Egyptians to plan out and execute the overthrow of an oppressive government, and the violence that occurred was transmitted out to the World Wide Web for the entire world to see.

On a larger front, many believe that our erratic weather patterns, floods, wildfires, and earthquakes are a reflection of the turbulence going on within human consciousness, and many believe that this turbulence is the chaos that precedes the birth of something new.

When I proved to myself that we are all connected I saw each of us as a mirror to each other in a holographic manner from the macrocosm of the collective, down to the microcosm of our individual selves, down to the sub-personalities that make up what we think of as “I”, or as I like to say, a cast of thousands. Some of my sub-personalities I take out to show to the world and others that I don’t like I resign to my shadow.

Mirrors often show us what we do not want to see, but I discovered that if I summon the strength to be honest with myself while striving to be an integrated person, then the work focuses on reintegrating my hidden shadow(s). This work never ends and I never “arrive”. 

It is relentless.

These subpersonalities aren’t called shadow for nothing. They are cunning, elusive, and some would rather see the death of me as I discovered the hard way, rather than be found out. Many of my demons think that if they are discovered they will die, which contains a grain of truth because in order to be reborn, a death is necessary.

We deny our shadows and the trick that the shadow plays is to project itself onto others trapping us in self-righteousness and judgment to muddy the waters and distort the reflection from our mirror. If we can bear the reflection we will realize that what we dislike and hate in others is a reflection of what we do not want to acknowledge or take responsibility for inside of us. 

Take a good look at everyone in your life. Some of them are drawn to and support our darker unconscious nature, and some are drawn to and reflect our lighter more conscious side, while some are drawn to both the light and dark aspects of our many selves.

If you believe that we are all one, then the mirrors are reflecting back from everywhere we look. Any time we feel self-righteous, judgmental, and superior, we can be sure that we are seeing our shadow reflected back to us, but the reflection is not always clear.

Once we acknowledge and embrace these abandoned, infantile ego creations with compassion, we will realize that we don't want to kill them, which is a popular modern day pop culture spiritual admonition. We need to give them a new job. We created them and in spite of their misguided actions they are trying to protect us at all costs. Our true selves reside at the center of their universe so we need to take a good look at who is in our lives and what feelings they engender in us.

I described what happened to me in Spirit Matters which was my personal experience of descending into the underworld to undergo transformation by dismemberment, or to be, “swallowed by the jaguar”. I was swallowed by my shadow in a psychological dismemberment that nearly took my life in the “ordeal, death, and rebirth” described in Joseph Campbell’s Hero's Journey.

In the more revealing and sometimes fantastical parts of my life’s journey my shadow appeared in dreams, visions, and other forms, including human. Its appearance and role depended on my personal circumstances as well as my part in the collective unconscious, proving to me what many Jungian psychologists believe when they say that the shadow contains the personal shadow and the shadow of society fed by neglected and repressed collective values.

Jung also suggested that more than one layer makes up the shadow with the top layers containing the meaningful flow and manifestations of personal experience made unconscious by the change of attention from one thing to another, forgetfulness, or repression. Underneath these layers are archetypes that form the psychic content of all human experiences. Jung described this deeper layer as psychic activity that goes on independently of the conscious mind and is not dependent on the upper layers of the unconscious, and perhaps untouchable by personal experience. This bottom layer of the shadow Jung referred to as the collective unconscious.

These encounters with shadow are what happens in the soul retrieval of subpersonalities that play a central part in the process of transformation. Jung said that this course of individuation exhibits a formal regularity and its signposts and milestones are archetypal symbols marking its stages, the first of which leads to the experience of the shadow.

In Jung's words, "The shadow personifies everything that the subject refuses to acknowledge about himself" and represents "a tight passage, a narrow door, whose painful constriction no one is spared who goes down to the deep well." This tight passage is in fact the birth canal that must be passed through, the road back in the Hero's Journey that leads to resurrection, which is rebirth coming from the transformative death of the ego.

The dissolution of the persona and the launch of the individuation process brings with it the danger of falling victim to the black shadow that everybody carries with them as inferior and hidden aspects of the personality. In Obi-Wan-Kenobi’s vernacular from Star Wars, it is the dark side of the force.

The shadow can overwhelm a person's actions when the conscious mind is shocked, confused, or paralyzed by indecision. Jung said that, "A man who is possessed by his shadow is always standing in his own light and falling into his own traps ... living below his own level. In terms of the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde." It must be Jekyll, the conscious personality who integrates the shadow and not vice versa. Otherwise the conscious becomes the slave of the shadow. 

If we follow this path the road home is back through healing spirals where the struggle is to retain awareness of the shadow without identifying with it. Non-identification or nonattachment demands tremendous effort to prevent falling back into the darkness. Though the conscious mind can be submerged at any moment in the unconscious, understanding or witness consciousness, meaning awareness acts like a life-saver by integrating the unconscious and reincorporating the shadow into the personality, producing a stronger, wider consciousness than before. 

FOUR

The Coming Crash

My inner transformation and beacon of Truth I experienced through my soul searching culminated in the Peruvian Amazon in a ten day Ayahuasca dieta enhanced by a second healing plant called Bobinsana, a tree that grows by the water with roots that go deep into the earth and wide reaching branches that grow high into the sky. Its purpose, like its form, is to ground you solidly into the earth while lifting you into the spirit world above.

I was aided by plant baths with sweet scented Guayusa, a holly tree native to the Amazon whose harvested leaves have been used since ancient times for their health benefits, including antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties. I didn’t know it at the time, but Guayusa is one of three known caffeinated holly trees whose leaves are dried and brewed for their stimulative effects. I was pleasantly surprised when I saw it grow in popularity in the years since my first encounter with it as I consider it a powerful ally which I can now commune with in another form. 

As a result of my first challenging plant dieta I connected with my long denied feminine shadow at the end of the year two thousand, leading me to believe that though the path is endless, and with full knowledge of the cliché, it is the journey and not the destination. My heart was opened wide and filled with a love I had only experienced through the blessing of my birth mother confirmed by the exquisite blessings of Santa Teresa De Avila, who to the best of my knowledge I had never heard of and who I now understand to be one of the many faces of The Divine Cosmic Feminine; something I had lost touch with.

My stunning moment of validation came after returning from the jungle when I found a telephone to call my mom and let her know I was all right. I didn’t want to freak her out in my babbling excitement, but I couldn’t contain myself and before I knew it, I told her about my visions and rapture with Santa Teresa. She remained quiet and I sensed something tangible on the other end of the phone line, then I thought, now I’ve done it. I told her too much and she thinks I’ve gone off the deep end. If she wasn’t worried about me before, she’s scared out of her wits for me now.

Finally I said, “Ma, what’s wrong? Was it something I said?”

She hesitated, then said, “You’re the first person I ever told this to in my entire life. As you know, your grandmother raised me Catholic. I was never a big believer in the church, but I always believed in God. Growing up as a little girl she assigned us saints to pray to, and every time I ever prayed I always prayed to my saint; Saint Teresa of Avila.”

Largely in part to my newly opened heart, in early two thousand I began dating a troubled woman I met at work who I will call Penny. She had two kids, a boy aged seven and a nine year old girl. In the summer of that year I was invited to a beach birthday party for the girl’s ninth birthday. When the party ended I saw the three of them gathering up the remains of the party by themselves so I offered to help when I saw them laboring up a sand dune with their belongings to pack them into their car.

I was attracted to Penny and when I saw her struggling with her kids it reminded me of my mother who raised four of us by herself in Dorchester, Boston’s largest neighborhood, not an easy place to grow up in. In that moment my heart opened in empathy and I fell in love with the three of them, swept up in the myth I had been living most of my life of “riding in on the white horse and saving the day”. I had done this many times over in some form or another, particularly with my traumatized older sister and her two abused little girls who I had sacrificed and given a considerable part of my life and resources to.

The trauma affecting Penny’s kids came from her divorce. Their father was well off and at the time of their divorce owned fifteen houses that he shuffled out of his name to others. He ended up with the houses, an airplane, and other possessions while the kids while with their mother were crammed into a one bedroom apartment which enraged me to the point where I was determined to do something about it.

Penny was prone to drastic emotional acts, among them a failed suicide attempt and she had a history of court ordered therapy, but I was enraptured with the love she had for her kids which reminded me of my mother who sacrificed everything for me and my siblings, so I was fully and foolishly committed to the cause. I had many close friends in Dorchester who were in and out of prison along with parents, other family members, and my own father as well as my evil, former brother in law, the source of my sister’s trauma, so for me dealing with the courts was not an issue. 

I have tried throughout my life not to judge anybody by their past actions, but how they were at the time I met them, so my new found openness and the love and sacrifice I saw from Penny for her kids blinded me to deeper psychological issues that would be my undoing. In my blinded love I did an unofficial wedding ceremony with just me and Penny and for the sake of her kids. I was reluctant to do anything official as I did not want to get caught up in the financial battles she was enmeshed in with her ex-husband.  

One of the indicators of her issues that I soon became aware of was an addiction to Fiorinal, a combination of aspirin, butalbital, and caffeine. Aspirin is in it as a pain reliever, an anti-inflammatory, and a fever reducer, and butalbital is a barbiturate used to relax muscle contractions, while caffeine is a central nervous system stimulant to relax muscle contractions in blood vessels and improve blood flow. She took Fiorinal for chronic tension headaches and drank on top of that as well as smoking cannabis which was one place where we bonded, and though it has its own addictive qualities, I have always considered it a lesser evil and take periodic breaks from it when I find myself becoming dependent.

Fiorinal is a drug of abuse and an overdose of butalbital can be fatal. Overdose or death can occur when alcohol is combined with butalbital and alcohol increases the risk of stomach bleeding.

I almost left her when she got drunk at a writers conference where I was honored with a man of the year award, and I was puzzled a few years later when she didn’t come to the awards ceremony when Spirit Matters won a San Diego Book Award for best spiritual book. Her complete lack of energetic support troubled me after all I had done for her and I was too naïve to see these episodes as symptoms of something far more insidious. 

After a few more uncomfortable and embarrassing episodes with her drinking I told her I would not tolerate it and would leave if it continued. She toned it down, but was sneaking beers every chance she could. Her nine year old daughter who had been playing the parent role in their relationship saw my intentions and became my ally, letting me know when she caught Penny sneaking drinks and between the two of us we managed to get that under better control. I also did some painful deep tissue massages on Penny’s neck muscles that felt like steel cables which helped wean her from her headaches and addiction.

I shared psychedelic experiences with her in hopes that the insights from them could foster a healthier shift in perspective, which it did to some degree, but it also brought a different set of problems to the surface. Although not as life-threatening, they indicated deeper issues which became apparent when she developed a holier than thou spiritual attitude that I didn’t recognize at first, combined with wanting to do mind altering substances every weekend. 

I discouraged doing so much and stressed the need for integration to incorporate those experiences into day to day living. Constantly doing those substances made something special become boring and mundane, reinforcing the old psychonaut’s adage, “You’ve gotten the message, you can hang up the phone now.”

I discovered the hard way how so many people thought mind altering substances that engendered blissful and insightful glimpses into higher states of consciousness were mistaken for true spirituality; something I would witness first hand in a tragedy at the hands of a self-appointed spiritual leader who embodied a delusion I call guru-itis.  

The core of the trauma I walked into the aftermath of came from a critical point in the divorce when Penny kidnapped her kids and drove to Belize where she was turned away at the border. Her little boy was two years old and his older sister was four. With nowhere to go but back to the United States Penny was met at the border by child protective services who put her in custody and took the kids away, realizing her deepest fear. 

When the dust settled from this criminal act Penny was not allowed to see her kids for some time after that until a court appointed guardian was present. When the kids finally could see their mother they were often dragged away from her. I heard stories of her little boy hysterically clinging to the leg of a table to keep from being forced away from his mother. As traumatic and damaging as this was, it paled in comparison to the violence and trauma my sister and her kids went through, so I was undaunted and ready to help.  

After the older girl’s birthday beach party I went back to their one bedroom apartment to help unpack and felt hostility from the girl who was playing the protective mother role and the withdrawn little boy who became that way from his abandonment trauma at such an early age. I had already struggled with the trauma from my older sister’s abuse and that of my nieces at the ripe old age of twenty two and I wanted to make a difference for these kids.

When I returned from my first Amazon adventure in October of two thousand all of my vulnerable open hearted feelings were amplified and my “new found love” that I felt and thought were being reflected back to me were aching for expression. I thought it no coincidence that my inner transformation came at this point in time. My new found life of love, family, and happiness were primed to unfold in the bright new, burgeoning twenty-first century because my inner reality had changed drastically through my obsessive search for Truth and all the work I had done to find it. My world had changed and I was on the cusp of bigger changes, so surely the outer world I lived in must have also been in the midst of massive transformation, and it was; but not in any way I ever could have imagined.

I was turning forty five and I had a great job along with one of my best friends with the largest employee owned technology company in the country overseeing twenty five technicians in eighteen buildings who took care of the networks, cables, computers, servers, software, and everything else related to Information Technology, referred to as IT.  

I owned an amazing three bedroom house with an added family room with a fireplace and a screen porch on the edge of a canyon in San Diego that I took a second mortgage out on to publish and promote Land Without Evil, my critically acclaimed historical novel that was gathering momentum after expending considerable time and resources on book tours throughout the North Eastern United States and Southern California.

I also had a healthy stock portfolio, and thinking of my new found family crowded in to a one bedroom apartment bothered me. They could not join me at my bigger house because of complications from the custody situation between Penny and their father that required them to live where they went to school. 

Penny found a cute half of a duplex condo near the kid’s school, so with the advent of the twenty-first century and the newly expanded emotions of my open heart, I made the decision to commit and in January of two thousand one we moved in. I loved my bigger house which was close to work and did not want to lose it, so we moved back and forth between the two places to accommodate the custody schedule for the kids. It felt good to be in their lives in a way that I could provide a stable environment for them when they were in their mother’s care. 

With the much appreciated help of my brother and nephew, those first few months were spent renovating the inside of the condo to better accommodate four of us living in the smaller space, which though small, was much better than the three of them crowded into a one bedroom apartment. 

When we had the kids I spent a lot of time with the withdrawn little boy, gradually coaxing him out of his shell. I played sports with him and took him to movies and a few sporting events, and as other neighborhood kids came into the picture I helped him develop friendships beyond the slowly developing one we had.

A single flame can light a room and one pinch can snuff it out and plunge the room into darkness, driven by fear of an unknown that cannot be seen. Toward the end of that year the blazing fire in my heart felt the snuff from the bigger flame of September eleventh two thousand one, known historically as 911 – the three digit number called for emergencies. 

Though hobbled by an unethical publicist, I had an amazing publisher and Land Without Evil was gaining momentum from my ongoing book tour and promotional efforts. I owned two houses and had a new adopted family that I loved in spite of the challenges and a great job. 

All of that and my life’s accomplishments to date teetered on the precipice of unprecedented change when I walked into work that morning greeted by a stunned employee who urged me to go to a conference room where I joined a group of shocked people watching the iconic image of the burning World Trade Center tower in New York City, the second jet slamming into its twin, and the attack on the Pentagon.

The technology company I worked for was a government contractor that had seventy percent of their work coming from government and defense contracts and thirty percent from health care, and was in the midst of shifting to a fifty-fifty balance between the two. We lost a few employees in the Pentagon attack and the federal government came looking for help in the form of more defense work, tipping the majority of the company’s work out of health care into defense. 

The world and life as I knew it stopped on that day. All air traffic in the United States was grounded and I found myself running errands at lunch looking at anyone who looked vaguely foreign or middle eastern with fear and suspicion. At that time the epicenter of publishing was in New York City and everything book related froze. Best selling writer friends on promotional book tours were sent home and their tours cancelled. One writer friend had just published in hard cover had her book die an anonymous death before ever hitting any bookstores. Needless to say, after a challenging birth and a hard won slow growth in sales, Land Without Evil suffered its own extinction, spurring a sad spate of often damaged returns.

Penny worked in our company’s travel department and had gotten us a paid five day trip to Hawaii for the cost of air fare. Our reservations were already paid for, so when air travel resumed we decided that it was probably safer than before the terrorist attack.

An indelible image in my mind is standing in a long line awaiting a heightened security check in at LAX while National Guardsman walked up and down patrolling the line with automatic weapons at the ready, reminding me of jungle encounters with similar checkpoints by the Guatemala border with Mexico, and in the Peruvian Amazon.

When we arrived in Hawaii, Waikiki was a ghost town which turned out to be a boon for us and a bust for them as we were treated like royalty.

Air travel and border crossings were never the same after that horrific attack and the repercussions continue.  

FIVE

The Waking Dream Revisited

Like our Hawaii adventure, I had already signed up and paid for my second dieta in the Amazon, scheduled to leave out of LAX on October 12th, 2001, one month after the 911 attack. Once more I would be isolated in the middle of the jungle, fully out of touch with civilization, technology, and its trappings, which felt appropriate. Not only had my inner reality changed in unimaginable ways, but my outer one had its own cataclysmic transformations on both micro and macrocosmic scales. 

Yoda’s comment to Lorenzo, “Say goodbye to him, he’s not coming back,” became even more prescient. I was about to learn that each time I surrendered to the timeless supernatural world of the jungle with plant teachers who ruled the ordeals of these ancient dietas, I could gauge how much I had changed from the year before.

I have been writing most of my life in a variety of genres and as I have hinted at, the biggest challenge I have is trying to convey multifaceted nonrational experiences that shatter the boundaries of conventional communication. Limited by one word written or spoken at a time, this serialized string is taken in by the listener or reader and reconstructed one word at a time, strung into phrases, sentences, and paragraphs necessary to find coherence between the transmitter and the receiver. This act of bridging is hopefully not misinterpreted by the bias of personal filters, lapses of attention, or other distractions, making it a verbal “high wire act”, especially when it comes from nonrational subconscious material in dreams and visions.

This is what I do in my every day life as a writer, so to fully embrace the experience of a prehistoric jungle dieta, the last thing I wanted to do is journal. To this end I brought a cassette recorder and dictated my experiences to get them fresh in the predawn hours in the aftermath of intense Ayahuasca experiences. This proved to be rewarding when I completed Spirit Matters. When I transcribed those experiences from my recordings it brought them vividly back to memory. I continued that practice on each successive jungle adventure and for close to twenty years, first copied from cassette tapes to MP3 format, then transcribed into editable documents.

I mentioned earlier how indigenous cultures consider dreams, visions, and waking consciousness as one continuum, and how the veils we create become progressively transparent until they dissolve. Nowhere is this concept more apparent than in the cumulative unfolding of a ten day Ayahuasca dieta where the interconnectedness of dreams, visions, and nightmares become more real, meaningful, and magical. While often being nonsensical, and what sounds and feels like absolute truth and conviction in the moment of their expression, these events often come across absurd and embarrassing in their retelling. 

This ambiguity confirms the old vegetalista’s wisdom of one third truth, one third untruth, and the incoherent mystery of the last third, something that will become increasingly apparent as this narrative progresses. There are complex psychological and physiological reasons for how this multifaceted cornucopia of jumbled subjective emotional and intellectual bombardment assaults our sensibilities. I am elaborating on those dynamics here to serve as a guidepost of sorts in an effort to help make sense of the confusing amalgam of rational and nonrational eruptions arising within the context of this passage, enhanced and amplified by the dieta and the teacher plants that bring nuanced, sometimes incomprehensible elements to the experience.  

Spirit Matters opened with a prelude titled A WAKING DREAM which I added to the beginning of this continuation with the statement that this is where it all begins and where it all ends. Among other considerations, my primary reason for titling it this way is an attempt to define the nature of experiences that defy logic.

In “reality”, nothing is ever defined in black and white like the ones and zeros of binary logic, yet many of us define and control our individual realities in this way, especially those who are intellectually centered. The greater truth is that everything in the realm of our experience is in degrees with lots of overlap.

Our infinitely complex human brain weighs about three pounds and this holographic universe contains roughly one hundred billion neurons and one hundred trillion connections that constitute the command center of everything we think, feel, and do. This miracle is divided into two hemispheres and within each half, particular regions control certain functions. These two sides look identical, but there’s a huge difference in how they process information and despite their contrasting styles these two sides don’t work independently of each other.

If you’re intellectually centered you are mostly analytical and methodical in your thinking, and said to be left-brained. If you are emotionally centered, you are considered creative or artistic, and thought to be right-brained. I have found these distinctions to be true in my own experience, particularly when it comes to my observations of Ayahuasca experiences with myself and with others.

Scientific research indicates that the left brain is more verbal, analytical, and orderly than the right brain. It is sometimes called the digital brain because it excels at reading, writing, and computations, and is associated with logic, sequencing, linear thinking, mathematics, facts, and thinking in words.

In contrast the right brain is visual and intuitive. It is sometimes referred to as the analog brain because it has a more creative, less organized way of thinking. It is also connected to imagination, holistic thinking, intuition, arts, rhythm, nonverbal cues, feelings, visualization, and daydreaming.

The two hemispheres are tied together by bundles of nerve fibers, creating an information highway, and although the two sides function differently, they complement each other whether you’re performing a logical or creative function. As an example, the left brain is credited with language and the right brain helps to understand context and tone. In the same manner the left brain handles mathematical equations while the right brain helps with comparisons and rough estimates.

The waking dream where I stated that it all begins and ends characterizes the Ayahuasca experience where this interaction comes into play, and it holds the key to integrating the overwhelming onslaught of perception that it engenders. This neuropsychological blitz coupled with the active dreaming that accompanies visionary states is heightened by the jungle dieta and its associated neurochemical enhancements.

Aside from the visionary experiences brought on by ingesting Ayahuasca, the cumulative effect of the strict dietary regimen combined with the daily ingestion of other teacher plants influences every state of consciousness experienced during the dieta, especially dreaming, which dovetails with the visions. These two similar neurological states become extensions of each other as well as filtering into the waking state. In many respects plant dietas can be thought of as one extended Ayahuasca session as the normal rules of cognition and perception are increasingly challenged with each passing day.

The most well known indication of dream sleep is rapid eye movements, or REM. Most dreaming occurs during REM and is associated with brainstem arousal, right hemisphere activation, and low-level left hemisphere arousal.
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