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Dedicated to all the mediums, past, present, 
and future. Because a lot is said regarding mediumship, 
and ne’er a word about it being easy.













INTRODUCTION



Introducing people to mediumship usually requires a long preamble to reassure the listener that I have not fallen off the deep end, or at least that I am knowingly swimming there. A few places in the world, hiding in plain sight, do not require such a song and dance. Some are right here in the United States—tiny communities of Spiritualists, a religion that centers around communication with the dead. In a surprise move at age thirty-four, I settled in one, and this has been the place where I learned to be a medium.


If someone is here, they are presumed to believe that talking to the dead is possible. With that out of the way, conversations open up quickly. If you remain here, learning unfolds in a little cocoon, and you can forget that the rest of the world still needs that preamble.


Once I recognized this gift a like-minded community had made for me, I wanted to extend the cocoon. I made a website, Normalize Talking to the Dead (NT2TD), weaving together research, media, and resources for my fellow mediums. This book is one such resource intended for anyone curious about mediumship. You will find a lot of preamble; whole sections of the book are dedicated to whether or not one should, can, and may practice mediumship, as well as why one might want to, before we get to the how. Mediumship is a capacity that every human has, so the baseline skill is turning it on and off. To get there, however, we might need to reorganize what we think is and is not possible. Then, we manage the consequences of doing something our society considers taboo. All this is best done with others—and there are plenty of us doing this work. You don’t have to go it alone.


The preamble, philosophy, history, research, and storytelling in this book are meant to provide as many inroads to mediumship as possible. Cultural expectations may give you a certain idea of who a medium is and what they do—throw that away. Everyone can integrate mediumship into their lives in whatever way suits them. As a tool for relating with the unseen, mediumship helps us forge connections when we don’t have all the information we need. Whether during work hours, on the road far from home, in the depths of an intimate relationship, or while reflecting on one’s own, we can all relate to wishing we could better understand each other. Mediumship is usually associated with talking to the dead, but I hope to show that it is a skill that can be used in any atypical communication setting—from pets to plants to planets to parts of the body.


I invite my readers to visit Spiritualist communities and feel the cocoon in real life. Even better, make your own community where talking to the dead is normal. I hope some of my readers will become professional mediums. Just as much, I want to support the educators, creatives, parents, managers, care workers, and everyone else who will go on to use mediumship in their everyday lives. For those who hire mediums, you will be better prepared to choose the right person and make the most of your session. This book will take you outside the confines of religion—and spirituality—to find ways to bring this skill back into the world with art, community, nature, activism, healing, and all the other worthy human tasks involving connection.


To go beyond, we must start within. The modern world doesn’t offer a helpful context for being fully present in our being, nor for developing and using mediumship. Normalizing talking to the dead will take some time for the outside world—but we have the capacity to make change within ourselves at any moment. Throughout this book, I will invite you to connect directly with the unseen, unheard, unfelt, unsmelled, untasted, and unknown world around us. To support your travel beyond the page, I’ve included exercises and guided meditations. Many chapters also include questions to journal, think through, or discuss. At the end of the book are notes and resources for each chapter, offering many more places to expand your learning. Visit normalizetalkingtothedead.com for a glossary of all the key terms in the book, a directory of practitioners, other extras, and to join the community. See you on the other side!













PART I


CHOOSING MEDIUMSHIP


What do you think of when you hear the word mediumship? Give yourself a moment to allow images, words, feelings, and memories to emerge.


What about only the word medium? Again, stop and think for a moment. What comes up? T-shirts, tempera paint, tech media companies? The word serves the same purpose in each case: a medium is in between—between humans and spirits, between small and large, between an artist and their expression. When we become mediums, we hold together two states: we connect.


This is a book about talking to the dead. But why limit ourselves to talking when we have so many ways to connect? Verbal expression, body and facial language, gestures and movement, attention, feeling and empathy, listening and questioning, storytelling, music, art, symbology—all that makes us richly communicative beings. Mediumship is the application of communication skills we already have to a new context: it asks us to connect the living with the dead temporarily. This is a challenge because the dead have no matter with which to engage—they do not exist in our material world. We must find ways to connect with their nonphysical selves from our physical form.


If we can build this bridge between the living and dead, why not try it in some of the other contexts where we struggle with communication? Many more potential contacts are nonphysical or unreliably physical, such as fictional characters, our future or past selves, collective consciousness, deities and other cultural figures,


and other dimensions. There are also plenty of options in the physical world, where the distinction between living and nonliving is less of a hurdle than profoundly different methods of communication. These potential contacts include people who speak other languages or not at all, plants, animals, minerals, our bodies, art and other objects, Earth, and space.


This definition of mediumship includes but pushes past talking to the dead. It is a nonmaterial or spiritual tool for connection. A medium is someone who uses this tool to experience connection that extends the bounds of their material form.


Rather than continuing to use the negative case, non-, which denotes a “lack of,” meta-, which implies “above,” or extra-, which means “outside,” to define our areas of interest, we’ll use the Latin prefix trans-. Trans means “beyond,” such as the transphysical world (which is beyond the physical world), transliving (those who are beyond life in bodily form), and transordinary (beyond our usual reality, as compared with extraordinary, which is outside the ordinary). With this language, we open up the space to move into the transordinary, starting from within our reality and maintaining our connection to it wherever we go.















CHAPTER 1



MEDIUMSHIP IS FOR EVERYONE, JUST NOT ME


The drive from Brooklyn to Lily Dale took twelve hours through mile upon mile of snowstorm. When we finally made it, four feet of fluffy powder had accumulated. On New Year’s Day, 2018, I pulled up to the cottage in my U-Haul truck with Nika the Dog in the passenger seat. Behind me, my sister Hannah followed in an SUV filled with all my (soon-to-be-frozen) plants. My uncle Gary had told me the cottage was uninhabitable after twenty years of neglect, but I assumed he thought I was a city slicker and was overstating things. As it turned out, the place was uninhabitable.


We got out and looked around, trudging through the snow in duct-taped boots and borrowed coveralls. Right away we saw there was no water, and no wood for the woodstove, the only source of heat. All we had inherited was twenty years of dust, multiple truckloads’ worth of trash, five generations of broken furniture, miscellaneous supplies from past repair attempts, and two dead birds that had been there so long only the bones remained. But still, I knew I would stay.


My first order of business was to meet my neighbors. And, being a “when in Rome” person, I found my way to a community mediumship class as soon as the storm let up. I knew this town was involved with mediumship, but I didn’t know exactly what that meant, at least initially. I learned quickly that Lily Dale is the world’s largest community of Spiritualists, in the tradition of the Modern American Spiritualism movement. Since the 1870s, thousands of people have gathered here each year to talk to the dead with the help of the residents, many of whom work as professional mediums.


Throughout my life, logic has been extremely important to me. I developed my intellect for many reasons, including not wanting to appear foolish, unreliable, or different. I relied personally and professionally on numbers, mathematics, the harder sciences, and data to counteract these fears. Mediumship put me back in direct contact with them. It asked me to do something that most people consider incredibly foolish: speak with—and for—the dead. It is notoriously unreliable. And it is most definitely not normal.


Defining mediumship is complicated, but I quickly realized after moving to Lily Dale that there are no limitations on who can participate. Anyone can become a medium. However, I didn’t intend to become one myself. Nobody has been more surprised than me that this is what I spend my free time doing. I came to Lily Dale to avoid paying rent, to give my dog a place to run, and to see if I could get healthy and happy away from the city.


That anyone can be a medium is the foundational principle of Modern American Spiritualism, a socio-spiritual—and later, religious—movement that emerged from western New York during a nineteenth-century American revival called the Second Great Awakening. This movement reacquainted many people in the United States with the idea that anyone can practice mediumship to prove that the soul’s existence does not end with death.


Almost 200 years later, I became one of those people. Although the cottage has been in the family for five generations, it came to me through not a biological relative but my bonus dad, whom my mom married when I was four. I was not looking to talk to the dead and was surprised to find in mediumship the connection to myself I’d struggled to establish in my life.


Being an adult often means turning toward what feels certain: establishing a home, finding a job, making money. I was no different—I built a career in tech innovation that introduced me to brilliant people and helped me feel financially stable. I enjoyed a modern life of wonder and excitement. In the process, I gave up making music and art; performing in theater, sports, and dance; and my voracious appetite for reading. In my early life, those interests propelled me, as I was consumed by boundless energy and an intense drive to learn more. But the older I got, the less I entertained them.


In my twenties, I went to business school. I chose a dual degree program in Switzerland (for the financial roots) and Singapore (for the focus on technology). By this time, I wasn’t thinking at all about creative work. I lived in Europe and Asia, moved to Africa, then spent a season living out of two carry-on suitcases, traipsing across Brazil, Germany, and Australia, showing e-commerce start-ups how to measure their marketing efficiency on the expense account of a venture capital firm.


By this point, my energy was starting to wane. Insensitive bosses and toxic work environments made me question my capacity to subvert my desires for a paycheck. Years of heavy drinking, erratic sleep, and lack of exercise led to odd health issues popping up one after another. Moving from place to place and country to country left me lonely and isolated. I felt powerless in my world and my body.


A few days before my twenty-eighth birthday, sitting in a high-rise in São Paulo, I got a call from my father. He told me that my grandmother, Maxine, to whom I had been very close, had died. I couldn’t get back in time to attend the funeral, and that was the final straw. I quit my job and went home. When I landed back in the United States—specifically, in the driver’s seat of an ’07 Chevy Aveo with my two carry-on suitcases, Rachel Pollack’s Seventy-Eight Degrees of Wisdom, and a modest collection of gray power suits—I drove around the country looking for somewhere I could put down my roots—or at least a stable place for my things so I could head out on another adventure when the opportunity arose.


After a few months, I found myself with a red, chicken-hunting husky named Nika, whom I rescued from doggy death row. I rented a large house in East Oakland, California, with my sisters Hannah and Amara and three other roommates. I tried to start a consulting practice, studied Earth-based wisdom, and relearned how to care for myself. My teacher at the time was Marza Millar, a medical intuitive, herbalist, healer, and medicine woman with whom I still work. It took a few false starts there, in Nevada City, California, and Brooklyn, New York, before this new approach to life became apparent. I had been missing so much connection: with my body, with creativity, with animals and nature, with community.


That was my state of mind when I heard about a house my uncle Gary inherited but didn’t want—that dilapidated cottage in Lily Dale. I saw that house as my way to free myself from a life that required me to disconnect from the essential things. I could be near my last remaining grandparent, in the place where family had lived for generations. I could reacquaint myself with my roots since I had grown up in the area before moving west with my family when I was eight. And finally, I hoped that by living in this rural location, I could reduce my expenditure enough to work through the lean years of building my business, an innovation and modernization consulting practice, which I hoped would give me financial independence.


I have been able to do these things. And in the process, I also fell in love with talking to the dead. The skills I have learned have helped me find freedom. At its core, mediumship is an act of relating within the internal experience. It asked me to slowly and consciously develop my imagination, capacity for presence, connection to my body’s intuition, and awareness of and responsibility for my mind. It asked me to join a community and build a digital outgrowth expanding beyond a rural hamlet in western New York. It also allowed me to dive deep, explore what it means to be a medium, and develop a few ideas about how it works.


This book began as a research paper for a two-year prophecy and spiritual healing program at Fellowships of the Spirit, an independent Spiritualist church and school right outside the gates of Lily Dale, which I joined less than a year after I arrived. At the time, I was curious about channeling or receiving information from transphysical sources for creative purposes. I experimented, researched, and wrote about it for the graduation requirement. I found a dozen writers and spiritual folks who explained how to channel, but I was crestfallen each time I read their suggestions, which can be summarized as:




1. Get a pencil or pen.


2. Connect to spirit.


3. Write.




This kicked my rational, framework-loving, data-driven brain into gear. There had to be more to it than that. So, I did what I always do when trying to figure something out: I made a spreadsheet. Each time I practiced channeling, I entered it into my little database.
























	DATE

	TIME

	LENGTH

	INTENTION

	OUTPUT

	PROCESS

	FORMAT






	9/14/19

	12:58 p.m.

	16 mins

	Connect with guide who can share wisdom on focus

	Instagram post

	None

	Typed






	9/23/19

	3:19 p.m.

	20 mins

	Where to begin my research on channeling?

	Instagram post

	Breathing

	Typed






	9/26/19

	7:13 p.m.

	15 mins

	Josefa’s mediumship session

	Pages 7 and 8 of Chapter 12

	Meditation

	Typed






	10/30/19

	3:39 p.m.

	7 mins

	Exercise

	Single page

	DailyOM

	Typed






	11/12/19

	6:52 p.m.

	19 mins

	What should I call the podcast?

	Podcast name

	S. Brown

	Written






	12/28/19

	9:08 p.m.

	22 mins

	How should I focus my efforts?

	Work plan

	M. Young

	Written






	3/23/20

	9:40 a.m.

	18 mins

	What healing is best for the service?

	Healing service

	J. Rochester

	Typed






	4/13/20

	1:23 p.m.

	8 mins

	Clarity on the purpose of this paper

	Outline

	None

	Written







A sample of my early “spirit writing sessions” data. Find references for the processes at the end of the book.


I found that even with a relatively weak connection to some unidentified “spirit,” I enjoyed the process and produced results more easily than by simply thinking. I wanted to make this repeatable, a method I could rely upon when confronted with unknowns.


As I started parsing out the steps, I recognized what happened as a form of the typical, client-based mediumship and spiritual healing I was learning at Fellowships. The first version of my “methodology” was a mashup of what I did when I interviewed someone for a research project, what I did when I talked to the dead, and how I experienced healing energy in the body:




1. Gathering materials


2. Focusing


3. Relaxing the mind and body


4. Connecting


5. Writing


6. Closing the connection




I also perceived mediumship as potentially beneficial to everyone I know. I felt the threads of more than only creativity helping me weave new ways to talk about this elusive, muddy, uncouth practice. Everything I did became a new way to look at mediumship: mindfulness, somatics, experimentation, innovation, psychology, ecology, community development, software development, cognitive science, social justice. Enshrining the tools for reaching outside my mind in spirituality meant depriving most of my friends, family members, and colleagues of an essential part of the human experience I wanted to share with them. So I set about uncovering it.


My career transversed continents, sectors, and every type of organization. Time and again I’ve served as a bridge between groups. I’ve been the most creative person in a technical room and the most technical person in a creative room. Sometimes I’m the most business-minded person in a room of free spirits or the most free-spirited in a room of businesspeople. I am somehow both a skeptic in a room of mediums and a mediumship evangelist in a room of skeptics. I realized that, with this ability to sit between communities, I could tell other people how I did what I did and how they could do it, too.


Although it has been fewer than seven years since I sat in my first mediumship class, I have spent a remarkable amount of time talking, studying, experimenting, and writing in excruciating detail on the subject by taking it out of its usual context. It is still mysterious, but it is also right here waiting for you.


Much of this book may not appear to be about mediumship at first glance. I’ve gathered the components of my experience that most clearly contribute to my practice. You don’t need a special gift, specific objects, or certain beliefs to practice most of what you’ll read in this book—just curiosity, care for yourself and others, and a willingness to navigate ambiguity.


As part of my research, I developed a survey and sent it to my network of mediums, psychics, healers, artists, animal communicators, and other types of practitioners. It is a representative survey of my community, not of the wider industry or practitioners in general. The forty-one respondents are very experienced, with 40 percent practicing for over twenty-five years. Seventy-five percent work in an official or professional capacity, and 44 percent are people I met in Lily Dale. (Find a directory of these practitioners on https://www.normalizetalkingtothedead.com/directory.)


The last question on the survey asked what respondents wished someone had told them earlier in their development. They said mediumship development is more than the “hard skills” like psychic abilities, energetic hygiene, and protection. They wished they’d had a supportive environment that promoted normalization and acceptance of these practices. They said a community could have helped them build confidence for personal growth and practical skills for integrating mediumship into their daily lives. That could have helped them experiment, overcome skepticism and misconceptions, and learn continuously in a supportive environment. I hope this book enables us to build such a community so that we can all continue developing our abilities.






1. Take a few moments to consider what would need to happen for you to call yourself a medium or, if you already do, what happened to bring you to that conclusion.


2. What do you think society considers a medium? Do you subscribe to those definitions?


3. What has been your mediumship journey so far? Allow your imagination to take you into the future. What do you hope you learn, experience, and try?





















CHAPTER 2



CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS


The first time I was asked, “Are you a medium?” was at the dentist’s office. I was surprised and looked around, which accurately indicated to the inquirer I didn’t understand why she was asking. She said she had looked at my chart and saw my address. That day I learned that people in the region usually know of Lily Dale and what it’s about. It felt like such a complicated question to me. I started to explain, rambling the complicated answer, “Yes, I am learning, I’m in a two-year program and I practice as a student but I am not registered in Lily Dale…” She wasn’t listening anymore. I realized that some people aren’t asking philosophical, moral, or technical questions. They want to know if you’ll give them a reading.


Not long after, returning from Canada near Buffalo, the border patrolman asked me the same thing when I told him where I lived. As I stammered out my awkward, unsure response, I realized how suspicious I sounded. He kept asking me questions about being a medium and what was required to live in Lily Dale as I nervously looked in my rearview mirror to see if a line was forming. Several very long minutes later, he handed back my passport. The questioning had nothing to do with the border—he had visited Lily Dale as a kid and (mis)remembered that everyone who lived there was required to be a medium.


Becoming a medium is like being an artist or activist: a constellation of skills, mindsets, and experiences that become part of a person’s life. From the outside, these things may look binary—I am or I am not. Rarely is it so simple. Is a particular milestone or capacity the bar for acceptance? One of the beauties and complexities of our current time is that we recognize that nothing is black and white. You get to decide if and when you become a medium.


In the spring of 2023, Pew Research found that 53 percent of American adults say they’ve been “visited by a dead family member in a dream or some other form” during their lives. More than half of us. That doesn’t mean everyone believes in mediumship, but it does make more than half of us mediums.


If you come to this book questioning whether mediumship is genuine, that’s okay. Entertain the idea that anyone who desires can be a medium. If this is true, you are the best person to answer whether mediumship is genuine. Try out the tools, and base your determination on personal experience.


We need two things to become a medium: faith and proof. Each person needs their own levels of each. At some points, we need faith. It enables us to jump into the unknown. At other junctures, we require proof. We must turn around and head back to stable ground. They are the chicken and the egg. Some of us are egg people; we need proof first. Some of us are chicken people; we start with faith. Regardless of what starts us on our path, we need both to keep going. We earn our faith and our proof through action. We accumulate experiences that help us to know whether to jump or turn back.


As science turns molecules into atoms and particles into quarks, a nagging question remains: Is there anything “real” that cannot be measured? Can something truly exist if it only occurs in our interior experience? What if that experience is limited to a single individual, not replicable or even shareable? It is a relief to rely on the measurable, in black and white for all to see. This need for certainty and focus on the tangible world has developed at pace with our ability to measure an increasingly broad spectrum of phenomena at an increasingly wide scope.


Mediumship, like our feelings, dreams, ideas, and memories, is an intangible element of life that can challenge our concept of what is and is not “real.” I’d love to wave it all off and relegate it to semantics. Real, love, and feeling are all insufficient—we need new words. As a language uniquely comfortable with borrowing, I’m certain that English will expand to fit the bill. But we have a bigger challenge: changing our thinking, acting, and being.


In the past few hundred years, we have gone from relying purely on religion to explain reality to an odd hodgepodge of religion and science. Science has benefits—we cannot return to bloodletting and unalterable rules from a two-thousand-year-old book. But by the same token, we cannot relinquish our internal worlds and every shred of mystery. Religion and science have created a doorway of understanding for us, with faith holding up one side and reason holding up the other.


We now must decide if we can handle walking through that door and accept that both are real and have limitations. It may be time for a secret third thing to take hold, and this already happens every day through our experiences. In them, we are offered a reality where some things are material and some are spiritual. There is overlap. To recognize everything in this reality, we may have to concede that there are some things we cannot know.


I have struggled with this mindset for most of my life, and my unknowing has only been amplified by my work with mediumship. I’m happy to offer you this sacred and liberatory struggle, too. Welcome, my friend. Let us walk this winding and sometimes invisible road together.


To give you a way to form your own opinions on mediumship, I will start with a few current and past explanations I’ve come across. Some are more compatible with this book than others, but I have taken pains so that most people can go beyond without accepting my beliefs.


At the same time, I ask that now and throughout the book you consider what it would take to change your mind—from wherever you find yourself. Every time you arrive at a new understanding, enjoy the certainty for a moment. Just don’t let it rest for too long before you again look for what it would take to go beyond.


In his book Death as an Altered State of Consciousness, consciousness researcher and psychology professor Imants Barušs uses the term boggle threshold, or “degree to which a person is willing to deviate from normative beliefs.” To understand what could be considered normative, I will place various explanations of mediumship on a spectrum from materialist (relating to matter) to spiritualist (not relating to matter). Materialist approaches focus on whether mediumship is possible and, if so, through what mechanism. Spiritualist approaches tend to believe they can happen (especially in this book’s broader definition of mediumship), focusing on who may engage in the practice on both sides of the connection.


Although far from an exhaustive overview, these are the most common positions I’ve come across, and most readers will be familiar with at least some of them. All may be considered elements of our current cultural viewpoint of mediumship, potentially influencing our beliefs.


Materialist Approaches


Materialism posits that existence is bound by what is materially present. The purest materialist approach would deem none of the topics in this book possible. However, neuroscience has shown that humans receive, process, and act upon information with conscious awareness and at the unconscious level. For example, the physiological process of neuroception is the mechanism by which the nervous system “reads” the environment and people around us to determine safety and produce the appropriate neurological state. Humans are constantly interpreting extremely complex situations without knowing the full extent of where we’re getting our information.


While presumed to be sensory input, we do not yet know on what scale this is happening or if transphysical data is included in our processing. This could be as simple as when a medium gives another person (we’ll refer to the recipient of mediumship as a sitter) a message from the dead—they could pick up on the unconscious actions of the sitter and interpret them as information coming from the dead.


Mentalists openly explain that they provide their readings and séances using repeatable mechanisms based on reading body language (“tricks”) and researching participants ahead of time (“hot” readings). People tend to enjoy mentalist performances despite knowing they are not “real,” but tricks and hot readings are considered fraudulent mediumship.


Another theory is that instead of picking up on subtle nonverbal cues from the sitter, the medium uses their subconscious material as content for messages. This could include snap judgments and information based on biases, a known issue for all interpersonal relationships that is avoidable, to some extent, with time and effort. Again, the problem arises if the medium does not disclose or acknowledge this.


One step away from materialism is to include the possibility of psychic communication or extrasensory perception (ESP) to enable transphysical communication (TPC). This still sits on the spectrum of explanations encompassing the natural human ability to receive, process, and act upon information of which they may or may not be aware. This theory does not require believing in the potential to access individuals after death. By suggesting that information about the dead comes from the sitter, TPC also offers one plausible answer for those who believe in reincarnation or otherwise that an individual does not remain as such after death.


TPC involves the medium picking up on any number of invisible (in other words, not currently measurable and therefore not acknowledged by science) data sources from their sitter. This could allow the medium to access the sitter’s memories, thoughts, internal physiology, and emotions. Two ways this has been theorized are through energy given off by the sitter or the medium’s ability to access the sitter’s internal experience directly.


In addition to a general concept of “energy,” the microscopic beings within us, as well as DNA, could be sources of information. Our hearts beat and exude a measurable energy. Only half of each of us are human cells—the rest of our bodies are made up of water, minerals, air, and trillions of microbes, all living their lives in our bodies, each making and using tiny amounts of energy. Less than 10 percent of our DNA is uniquely human, meaning we share building blocks with other living beings and extinct hominid species. Perhaps, with very finely tuned senses, we can pick up on the memory of a deceased loved one from DNA.


Psychic capacities have been explored by the studies of parapsychology labs in dozens of countries and in the United States at major universities (the most famous at Duke, but others at Stanford, Princeton, and University of California, Los Angeles), government agencies (many funded by the Central Intelligence Agency), and independent organizations (like the Rhine Research Center and Institute of Noetic Sciences). There are also individuals who have conducted conclusive studies on animal communication, such as Dr. Rupert Sheldrake, and telepathy savants, like Dr. Diane Hennacy Powell.


One independent organization, the Windbridge Research Center, has conducted several recent studies on mediumship that hold up to a few different scientific standards. One study showed that 81 percent of the time, a person could identify between a mediumship reading for themselves and one for another person. This study was triple blinded, a form of experimental design where the parties involved are unaware of certain aspects of the study to prevent bias. Triple blinding provides a high level of scientific rigor, making it a gold standard in experimental research. It was also peer-reviewed five times and published in two different scientific journals. A meta-analysis of studies on mediums’ accuracy found that “some mediums are able to acquire information about deceased persons through some unknown or anomalous means.”


Many who have experienced ESP maintain that their capacity for the phenomenon is accessed through heightened emotions, making laboratory tasks a poor test. They are devoid of real-world connection and therefore any emotional charge. This could speak to how a medium would be able to pick up on the exact thing the sitter hopes to discuss, given that the subject holds ample emotional or energetic space for them.


One step further into the unknown is a rather elegant solution positing that a medium can (whether they know it or not) travel to the past to see the sitter’s loved ones alive or into the future to see what kinds of things might happen for them, then bring that information back as a message.


Finally, quantum theory offers another way to look at psychic and mediumistic phenomena. The simplest possibility, although not the only way to look at it, is that behavior observed at the quantum level could be possible at the consciousness level. In other words, we could have the capacity to exist as a point (an individual) or a wave (connected through time and space to ourselves or others). The philosophical and scientific frontiers of consciousness are constantly changing. One way I have kept up with the latest is through Jeffrey Kripal’s work. His 2019 book, The Flip, is a good place to start.


Spiritualist Approaches


On the other side is faith-based understandings of mediumship that mainly occur within religion. This is likely where many of us first encounter the concept. In the most general sense, nearly all religions are spiritualist, as they value life’s nonmaterial (transphysical) aspects. Because of this, long-standing traditions, foundational texts, and established practices often, at some level, exist to prove the ability of humans to be in contact with something more than themselves. They do this in very different ways. Modern American Spiritualism, perhaps one of the most overt examples, uses mediumship to prove the soul’s existence after death.


The rest of the world’s religions broadly vary regarding what is appropriate to communicate with and who is allowed to develop or participate in the connection. The most general view across the diverse adherents to Abrahamic religions (Islam, Judaism, Christianity) is a highly regulated system where contact is presumed only to happen with God and his messengers by those who have been granted permission to do so through their respective policies. There are several passages in the Bible regarding talking with spirits, including the Holy Spirit. However, communication with the dead is generally frowned upon, if not outright banned, in most mainstream sects. While still rarely permitting association with the dead, esoteric or mystic offshoots (e.g., Sufism, Kabbalah, Gnosticism) may allow those permitted to become adherents to develop their abilities to connect directly to God within well-defined standards and processes.


This contrasts with most other religions, especially in the polytheistic (e.g., Hindu), Dharmic (e.g., Buddhist), and regional religions with an overarching trend that is more open to their adherents communicating with the beyond, in particular as deity and ancestor veneration. Traditions and taboos guard who can be connected with whom, and many focus on specific divine spirits, deities, or lineages. Most have clergy, initiates, or otherwise delineated specialists to provide clear connections for the group and others. Regardless, individuals are encouraged, if not expected, to manage their connections at some level and to the best of their abilities.


Mixed Abrahamic and regional religions, such as the African-diaspora religions (a few of the most well-known being voodoo, Santeria, and Rastafarianism), were built slowly over the past few centuries of often forced adoption of Christianity. This created religions that merge certain parts of each tradition, focusing on regular, ritualized contact among humans, spirits, and deities. Modern American Spiritualism would also fit into this category, as a mixture of Protestantism (particularly in the tradition of the Quakers), regional Native American religions, African-diaspora religions, Eastern religions (both Hindu and Buddhist), and emergent philosophies from regional and transatlantic movements (such as mesmerism and Owenism). New Age beliefs, in a general sense, could be considered an evolution of this form of Spiritualism, in particular the ability of anyone to connect for themselves. New Age has a focus on channeling and forms of contacts like ascended masters and angels.





FINDING BALANCE


At this point in the text, I want to call out that if you’re a very heady person, take a moment to notice your body and heart as you read. Let your feelings guide you to discern when to start and when to stop. Follow that energy! If you are more body centered or feel overwhelmed by the text, take breaks to withdraw from the mind and reconnect with your body and your understanding. Follow that heart!





There has been a revival of ancient European religions, such as paganism, Druidry, and Wicca, harkening to pre-Christian European practices of ancestor veneration and more general work with spirits and deities. These rarely exist in an unbroken line like the African diaspora and regional traditions do. Instead, modern folks have revived them with the help of historical artifacts and anthropological study.


Across history, the continued love for ancestors well past their deaths has been a foundational aspect of human culture. Most humans, at some point in their lineage, were part of a culture that believed in the unseen world. In many currently active regional religions worldwide, people have carried this belief through the ages. And many people now and throughout history, like me, go much further than talking to the dead. Some believe that every living thing, sometimes every natural thing, and other times some or all nonliving artifacts are endowed with a consciousness with which we may interact. I use the term transliving being to include these intermediary states as well as death.


Creativity can be included in the spiritual ways of understanding mediumship. Although not exclusively a spiritual practice, art is often attributed to inspiration and the divine. In mediumship, like art-making, we externalize an internal experience that emerges through interaction with something outside ourselves.


I cannot warm to the idea that there is a single answer for all humanity or for all time. The materialist approaches generally lack any “why,” and the religious lack the “how.” In my exposure to spirituality, the common thread I’ve cultivated is a consciousness and connectivity across all the material world. With it has come a desire to better explain my experience, for which I turned to science. I hope you read through this unreasonably brief overview to pick and choose what interests you, what makes perfect sense, what dismays you, and where you see potential.


Two New Metaphors for Mediumship


To move away from religion and science and into everyday experience, I offer a couple of new ways to look at mediumship. The first is data processing, which has helped me think concretely about what happens when we function as mediums. The second is improvisation, which has helped me strengthen the act of mediumship.


Data Processing


My two undergraduate degrees, a bachelor of arts in interdisciplinary computing in the arts and music and a bachelor of science in cognitive science, overlapped in the cutting-edge (at the time) discipline of “human-computer interaction.” I distinctly remember feeling my first programming class change my brain by requiring me to think of the world as an input/output machine so I could write code that would tell the computer what I wanted it to do. I took as many computer science classes as possible and for three years worked as a teaching assistant for introductory programming classes for non–computer science majors.


I do not believe mediums (or people) are computers, but simplifying how our brains work and thinking of them as input/output machines can be illuminating. Unlike computers, we can, in some part and with practice, choose from where we collect our data, how we receive it, and how we process it. Even with artificial intelligence, at least for now, computers rely on humans as their source. But for most of us, most of the time, and for most practitioners through the ages, these are automatic things. They all happen in this moment of surrender when we become mediums. It is nearly instantaneous and is invisible to the outside world.


Defining Data


Data are individual units of information. In typical use of the word, data can be quantitative (numerical) or qualitative (descriptive). In mediumship, our raw data include everything happening in our body before our conscious awareness: synapses firing, blood flowing, food digesting, hormones coursing. Raw data is automatically monitored and brought into consciousness to use as the processed data of our sensory experiences, bodily sensations, thoughts, and emotions. These processed data create our decisions, behaviors, and expressions.


Where Data Comes From


A contact refers to whatever we connect with during mediumship. We can expand that into a source by referring to possibilities that are not individuals or beings. There are two main categories of sources: the material world, tangible and measurable, and the transphysical world, which is only experiential.


Within the physical world, we have everything in the here and now, which includes the potential for beings like extraterrestrials (who may be physical entities from very far away), ESP between physical beings (including communication across vast distances), and time travel (not the kind happening in the imagination, but our physical body moving to another time). Within the transphysical world, we have all the cultural realms (spirit realm, heaven), the concept of other dimensions, and our entire internal experience, because nobody can measure or detect it.


Everything on the chart opposite, plus anything you can imagine adding to it, is a potential source. At any given moment in a reading, I may receive data from how a sitter smells, my memories of last week, my awareness of their area code, the feeling of their energy, and the communications of their dead.


It is overly simplistic to think we use a single data source at any given time or that the goal is to use one particular source. This is often the assumption with mediumship, but it isn’t realistic or desirable. A world-renowned trance medium explained to a class I attended that when we first start trance mediumship, the connection is something like 3 percent spirit and 97 percent us. She added that even the best mediums will never have connections that are 100 percent spirit, although the connection does get closer to that percentage with the more experience one has.


Mediumship teaches us to turn down some sources and to turn up others, but we are data-processing beings, and to some extent we use what we have. This is why, in the beginning, it is easier to practice mediumship with strangers—we have less information to cloud our more subtle capacities.


The development task with sources is building relationships to navigate among them. The aim is not to control our sources but to respect them and their existence. We can learn to change our focus, turn down the processes of our inner experience, and step away from our analytical mind with its constant suggestions of memories, ideas, and parallels.


How We Collect Data


For these diagrams, I simplified the process of obtaining data into materialist and spiritualist extremes before introducing my hybrid, transbinary theory. The materialist model states that nothing extrasensory is happening. In this understanding, all information comes from within the medium’s mind or sensory information from the environment.






[image: image]

Potential transphsyical sources for data during mediumship. For a chart that includes physical sources and a downloadable version for you to add your own experiences to, visit the NT2TD website.








To swing to the other side of the spectrum, the commonly understood spiritualist model is that extrasensory information drops directly into the medium’s brain. Then the medium maintains varying levels of conscious awareness to process and speak or express the information.


My current, best conceptualization of all these possibilities combines these two and an awareness of how the body processes information. Some information may drop into the brain directly as processed data, images, or songs, for example, mingling with processed sensory and extrasensory information above and below the level of conscious awareness. We can also receive raw data from transphysical sources, such as when our body reacts to beings we cannot see. While information processing happens with and without awareness, none of the expression occurs without awareness. This is embodied mediumship—we use our entire being.






[image: image]

Diagrams of two common ways to understand how mediumship works.
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This hybrid conceptual model for embodied mediumship takes the entire human and their environment as part of the system facilitating connection and communication.









The Clairs


The first time I channeled information that the sitter confirmed in a mediumship message, I thought to myself, “Holy shit. I’ve been doing this my whole life.” This is partly because mediumship is more than data from a spirit; the brain seamlessly integrates data from many sources. Another way to explain this is that I use claircognizance, or the ability to know things that cannot be logically explained. Psychic development work often focuses on “the clairs,” offering another way to view how we may receive data. My first mediumship teacher, Dr. Judith Rochester, a Lily Dale Registered Medium Emeritus, calls the receptive instruments we use in mediumship the “soul senses.”


Our brain is already wired to see, feel, taste, smell, and hear based on sensory input, so it makes sense that transphysical input could also be passed down those lines in the brain. There’s a different quality to my soul’s seeing—different from my imagination and memory—but the distinction is subtle. Just like we don’t use a single sense, we use a combination of different clairs, and may have a favorite or dominant one. Here’s an overview.




1. Clairvoyance (seeing): the ability to receive images, symbols, or scenes in the mind’s eye


2. Clairaudience (hearing): the ability to receive sounds, words, or messages inaudible to the physical ear


3. Clairsentience (feeling): the ability to sense the energies, emotions, or bodily sensations of others


4. Claircognizance (knowing): the ability to understand information without any logical explanation for how this knowledge was acquired


5. Clairalience (smelling): the ability to perceive odors that don’t have a physical source in one’s present environment


6. Clairgustance (tasting): the ability to taste a substance without putting anything in one’s mouth


7. Clairtangency (touching): also known as psychometry, is the ability to receive information about an object or person by touching or holding it


8. Clairempathy (emotion): the ability to experience the feelings of a contact


9. Clairsalience (body sensation): the ability to experience the bodily sensations of a contact




Making Something of the Data


I want to offer a case study to explore what happens after data have entered our minds and we have begun to work with it.


I was in my first year of training at Fellowships during one of the weekend-long intensives. I walked over every morning at eight for the half-hour meditation that started each session. On this particular morning, a few minutes into the meditation, I suddenly remembered closing my cat Athena in the bathroom and could not remember letting her back out. I concluded I had left her in there, and the moment the meditation ended, I ran out the door. As I turned onto my street, I looked up the hill toward my house and saw Nika sitting in the middle of the road. We walked up to the house, and the door wasn’t latched, so I guessed it somehow flew open and she had gotten out. I ran to the back of the house, and the bathroom door was open. Athena slept upstairs.


I deduced that someone or something had sent me the message about Athena to get me home to put Nika back inside. I know that if I had received an image or message that Nika was running around the neighborhood I would have completely disregarded it—not possible. Leaving Athena in the bathroom was entirely possible since I had put her in there, and at the moment I got the message, I had no memory of letting her out.


I do not know where the data came from, but I do know it was a transphysical source because I sat in meditation when it occurred. The body uses whatever data it gets to set the state of our nervous system, and I was in an especially open, receptive state.


I had not moved my awareness to my house to clairvoyantly look at Athena in the bathroom, but I received, unbidden, an image of Athena in the bathroom. As I processed these data, I began to have bodily reactions that caused me to drop out of a meditative state and into anxiety.


I didn’t notice then, but this was an odd response, because Athena wasn’t in danger in the bathroom; she had only been there for maybe twenty minutes when I received the image. If I had received information about Nika’s state, which was one of potential danger, it would have corresponded better to my response. The state created an emotion in me—it was some of the most arduous meditation I’ve done, thinking I needed to go home immediately.


It felt like the data (that I hadn’t let Athena out of the bathroom) dropped directly into my brain. It combined with the information I already had (memory of Athena in the bathroom), my long-standing anxiety around caring for my animals, what constitutes a likely emergency, and what I am willing to believe. What I still find unnerving about this example is how smart whatever or whoever orchestrated all this messaging is.


I see two potential explanations: My body somehow received information that Nika was unsafe and produced an experience that would induce me to go home, where I could fix the situation. Or another being (potentially Athena or Nika) somehow delivered some information to my brain, which I happened to listen to. Some may suggest this was all a coincidence, a case of apophenia, or perceiving meaningful patterns in randomness, a form of bias that will be discussed further below. I cannot disprove this, but answer with Einstein’s words, “Nature’s laws are merely statements about temporal-spatial coincidences.”


This illustrates some potentialities when we unintentionally engage—the importance of learning to turn off the capacity. It shows us how susceptible we are to manipulation. This is why we work to understand how our minds function and to distinguish when we imagine, deduce, remember, feel, or receive a mental experience. Learning not to grasp for or build ideas and our sources are two significant supports for this.


A Few Theories


There is so much unknown regarding the sensory data that our bodies and minds process, and attempting to add transphysical data veers us too deeply into unknown territory. However, some aspects of human psychology and neuroscience are well established enough to clarify our understanding of mediumship as data processing.


ACROSS THE HEMISPHERES


We are often taught that the two sides of the brain have a simple, clear delineation of tasks. This is contested by Dr. Iain McGilchrist’s book, The Master and His Emissary, which has shown that the brain’s two hemispheres help holistically with many aspects of cognition and behavior but could be understood as looking at the world from two different perspectives. McGilchrist posits that the left brain works by breaking up our experience into small pieces, and the right brain perceives a bigger scope through a wider lens. This creates a path from the right hemisphere, where we take in the entirety of our current experience, to the left hemisphere, where we break it into parts to make sense of each, and then back to the right hemisphere to put together the larger picture.


This is how I conceptualize receiving and processing data in mediumship sessions. First, after I’ve opened a connection, I use my right brain to focus on everything within that container. Then I allow certain features or elements, such as bodily sensations or clear visual images, to come to the foreground. Finally I look at all these elements together to communicate a coherent story for the sitter or my work.


BIASES AND DEFENSES


The mind is exceptional at processing quickly; to do that, it uses shortcuts, usually without conscious awareness. These shortcuts can be lifesaving (there’s a car coming; I am already jumping away), they may be handy (there’s a mosquito; I am already swatting it), irritating (I cannot stop blinking my eyes when the optometrist tries to put drops in them) or devastating (I heard a noise and shot at it before I could think).


These examples focus on the body, but the mind does the same, with a comparable spectrum of potential outcomes. As the body’s reflexes can be lost or honed, the mind’s shortcuts can be exposed, cultivated, or changed. Much of what we’re learning for mediumship is to work with new data sources. Most of us aren’t operating with our current data sources in perfect form, so it is worth the effort to revisit, reconsider, and maybe recondition some of our operational habits.


The challenges we have in the regular old corporeal world, with friends, colleagues, lovers, family, neighbors, and strangers, may repeat themselves in other realms because this is how our minds and bodies are habituated to operating. Noticing these trends helps illuminate where we need change. As hard as it is to hear that we’ve hurt someone’s feelings, provided incorrect information, arrived at an unfair conclusion, or generally been found wrong, this information is precious. Each time, we can humbly accept the feedback and reflect on what happened, which improves our process the next time.


A few avenues that have been helpful for me to explore include the psychological concepts of biases and defense mechanisms. These theories identify processes that we develop to help us, at some point, avoid an undesirable feeling. These processes then become tools as we use them without conscious awareness, potentially mis- or overusing them. I consider them the most likely sources of inaccuracy and harm in mediumship because they lead us to insert our unquestioned assumptions into our data processing. The biases cropping up in myself most insidiously involve a tendency to discount data I receive that seem improbable or unpalatable. It takes constant effort to allow myself to see and bring forward this type of information, and my capacity to do so is my “frontier” in how much I can bring in from the beyond.


A Few Common Defense Mechanisms




[image: image] Compartmentalization: separating incompatible attitudes or behaviors into different domains


[image: image] Compensation: overachieving in one area to overcome deficiencies in another


[image: image] Denial: refusing to accept a painful reality


[image: image] Displacement: redirecting emotions from their source to a substitute target


[image: image] Intellectualization: overemphasizing logic to avoid emotional distress


[image: image] Projection: attributing one’s unacceptable traits to others


[image: image] Rationalization: creating false but plausible reasons for one’s actions


[image: image] Reaction formation: behaving oppositely to one’s true feelings


[image: image] Regression: reverting to childish behavior to avoid responsibility


[image: image] Repression: blocking unacceptable thoughts or impulses


[image: image] Spiritual bypass: using spiritual concepts to avoid unresolved or complex personal and societal problems


[image: image] Sublimation: channeling unacceptable impulses into socially acceptable behaviors




Common Biases (A Small Selection)




[image: image] Anchoring: the tendency to rely too heavily on the first piece of information presented when deciding


[image: image] Apophenia: perceiving meaningful patterns in something random


[image: image] Availability: judging probability by recalling examples


[image: image] Confirmation: the tendency to search for or interpret information in a way that confirms one’s preconceptions


[image: image] Egocentricity: prioritizing one’s own viewpoint


[image: image] Extension neglect: overlooking the size or extent of a problem or situation when making judgments or decisions


[image: image] False priors: using incorrect prior beliefs that influence the interpretation of new evidence, often leading to skewed conclusions


[image: image] Framing effect: drawing different conclusions from the same information when presented differently


[image: image] Hindsight: perceiving past events as having been more predictable than they actually were


[image: image] Implicit: unconscious attitudes or stereotypes toward other people


[image: image] In-group: favoring people who are like oneself


[image: image] Negativity: giving more weight to negative experiences than to positive ones


[image: image] Optimism: overestimating the likelihood of positive outcomes




Our unique blend of defense mechanisms and biases are specially crafted in the forge of our lives and are a significant part of what defines us. Psychologists recommend that when we discover one within ourselves, we get curious. We can’t banish all these strategies. Still, we can acknowledge them, take time to accept that they exist for a reason, learn what needs they serve for us, understand how they work (which can include recalling when it has happened in the past and continuing to notice it in the future), thank them for keeping us alive, and begin to develop a new way to manage that kind of event or feeling in the future. This process is foundational in many types of therapy, and we may require the help of a professional or at least a friend to change our deep-seated ways of being in the world.


Output


You may be happy to know you already do this every single day. Anything can be an output mechanism: bodily movement, sounds, words, scribbles, songs. A simple option is a journal or voice memo folder for saving experiences each time they occur. Nothing complicated is needed—just do what you can to let it all out. There are many stories of mediums getting nagging messages that dissipated when they wrote them down.


Improvisation


Every time we sit down for mediumship, we bring our skills, experiences, wants, and needs. If we also bring a plan for the outcome, we miss the boat. Mediumship is about noticing what arises within a container we create for it. The more expectations we bring to the table, the more pressure and risk. Risk is the potential for danger. With its arrival, the connection goes. So mediumship asks us to engage with the process and let go of the outcome.


Every time, there is the potential for failure—this cannot be avoided. Every time, you may wonder, “Will it work?” And you will do your best, you will hope, and you will take those steps, not quite sure if there is a net to catch you as you sail off that cliff.


Charlie Parker said, “You’ve got to learn your instrument, then, you practice, practice, practice. And then, when you finally get up there on the bandstand, forget all that and just wail.” Parker was a renowned musician who could improvise like no other. Mediumship is a constant, invisible interaction between the players—like improvisational music.


In his book The Evolution of Imagination, Stephen T. Asma identified critical features that enable improvisation. These features provide a fantastic way to summarize what happens in mediumship.




Freedom: a way of deciding between multiple behavioral options, without which many of these elements would be impossible. Mediums are free to develop and evolve their own process.


Imaginative faculties: a representational system to take experiences offline to process and make something new. Mediums use their imagination to receive messages.


Intuition: dependence on knowledge that is inherent, unconscious, or unempirical. Mediums do not externally validate messages.


Spontaneity: acting in real-time to create a seamless and natural generation of work. Mediumship happens in the moment and isn’t planned.


Adaptation: a meaningful response to the environment. Mediumship happens as an interaction between medium, contact, and their surroundings.


Resource deficiency: as they say, necessity is the mother of invention. Mediumship is done without our usual language faculties and physical senses.


Self-imposed discipline: specific, strictly obeyed rules or protocols. Through different traditions and contexts, mediumship has expectations and requirements for the medium.


Simultaneous performance and composition: improvisation cannot be planned—the practice is the act. Mediums use structures for readings, but there is no way to plan for what contacts will attend or what information they will bring through.
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