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The Mysteries Call Me Home

Kathryn Ravenwood

The call came and my heart and voice said, “Yes! Yes to Egypt!” I feel the mysteries calling me back. Osiris appears in visions promising death and rebirth while tears bathe me in ritual preparation of purification. I make offerings with sacred smoke at altars adorned with ancient archetypes of a time when balance was sacred and truth shone like a white feather in the sunlight.

I am transported through time and space. I am going home. Home to Egypt. Home to ruins of temples and living water. Home to secret texts etched into walls and glyphs of familiar gods gazing eternally into past and future memories. Clues to forgotten diaries and trunks of treasures are left for me to rediscover . . . reunions and re-memberings. My name is proclaimed. Doors are open to receive me.

How long have I been lost from these palaces of lotus columns crowned with cobras and vultures, exalted in lapis lazuli and gleaming gold? Why was I sent away on this ageless quest that has led me through lifetimes of searching? What is the grail I was dispatched to retrieve? I have traversed this plane of density and worn through the soles of many shoes. The path goes ever before me, winding like a snake, coiling back on itself, rearing and striking, hiding in the grass. Within me are the ragged remnants of the Book of How It Was to lead me home again, but I can no longer read the writing or decipher the symbols.

Osiris! Long have I searched for the severed and scattered pieces of who I AM. I have erected temples of sand that melted in high tides. I have built shrines of stone engulfed by twining vines and adorned with the nests of birds. I brought offerings and sacrifices to altars of gods long forgotten. I wrestled with crocodiles and carried the sword in battle. I gave birth to rosy-cheeked children and baked bread in earth ovens. Let it be enough. Osiris. Bring me home, and I will bathe my feet in your ancient waters and fill the niches of your temple with honeysuckle and wine.

And so once again I stand below the arc of Egyptian sky and am cast upon the ancient potter’s wheel. My vows of wet clay harden into the shape of what will be. I am the vessel. I am the clay. I am the wheel. I am the potter. I am Egypt.
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Foreword

In the fall of 2009 I went on what I consider to be my dream journey: a mystery tour of Egypt for writers that Normandi Ellis and Gloria Taylor Brown were leading. Everything about it was perfect, from the accommodations on our beautiful private dahabeya (a sailing boat like the ones that traditionally carried Egyptian royalty up and down the Nile), to the weather, to each and every participant who chose to join our circle. Most enticing of all, the intention for this group was to learn to write in the form of spiritual autobiography such as was written by ancient Egyptians whose philosophic musings appear in The Egyptian Book of the Dead.

Our seventeen travelers were ripe and ready for the transformation we knew would result from our efforts. We had signed up for it! We were confident that our two leaders, outstanding alchemists well versed in the ancient Egyptian mysteries, would blend their abilities into the perfect catalyzing agents necessary to inspire deep inner exploration and Thothful word play.

The resulting Pearl of Great Price is this book, Invoking the Scribes of Ancient Egypt, an accomplishment whose sum is more than the individual and unique expressions of seventeen attentive, creative students of the art of autobiographical writing—it is a deep introspective into the potent magical power of Egypt.

When we looked at the walls in the temples of Egypt we engaged with our own reflections as carved in stone by ancestors who were adept at expressing the truth of our existence and our divinity. These walls can and do speak; their sacred hieroglyphic images evoke re-membrance and awakening. We immersed ourselves in the direct experience of their mysteries during our private ceremonies at the monuments and temples, and even while practicing the writing techniques in the sanctuary of our boat’s gracious living room, or on its deck. Under the deft guidance of Normandi and Gloria, our souls stirred and our hearts opened to the mystical experience of the moment, after which words flowed onto the pages of our journals, vivid and alive. We remembered ourselves, we remembered our connection with divinity, and we remembered our reasons for being—here and now. We discovered that the truths of thousands of years ago are as relevant today as the possibility of love, the fertility of the Nile, and the warmth and generosity of the people of Egypt.

I love this book. And I love the women who created it. Normandi and Gloria have been friends of mine for decades. They are both visionaries—deeply connected with the Egyptian pantheon—and priestess sisters in our lineage of Thoth. We share a passion for Egypt and her Mysteries, which has brought us together a number of times in Egypt and at our Egyptian Mysteries retreats here in the United States.

Normandi’s first book, Awakening Osiris: the Egyptian Book of the Dead, is a translation that required her to learn to read hieroglyphs; it took ten years to complete. Back in the mid ’80s it was given to me by a friend who said, “If you love Egypt, you must have this book!” My mind was blown. Awakening Osiris exudes the essence of ancient Egypt—it pours out onto each page like honey from Isis’s sacred bees, scribed from the heart and soul of a poetess priestess.

Some years after reading it, I cold-called Normandi—my desire to know her getting the better of my inclination to shyness. Thus began a relationship that evolved into a deep and mutually supportive friendship and ongoing collaboration.

Normandi is an award-winning short story writer, a highly respected writing teacher, and the celebrated author of two more of my favorite books on Egypt: Dreams of Isis—an autobiographical portrayal of the magic that brought Awakening Osiris into being—and Feasts of Light. The latter book is a festival calendar that describes not only the feasts and ceremonies that mark the birthdays of the goddesses and other important times of celebration—it also gives the most vibrant and colorful articulation of the myths and legends upon which the feast days of ancient Egypt are based.

Normandi’s skill as a writing teacher is remarkable. She can squeeze poetry out of a turnip! This group, however, was comprised of many well-developed and talented writers, all of whom flourished as she deftly directed us in ways that made it fun and natural to write about things that might normally be kept in a private diary under lock and key. As you will see in the exercises shared in this book, Normandi’s style of teaching—and its processes—are thought-provoking, encouraging, and very student-friendly.

Gloria and I had formed a close bond back in the early ‘80s when I was first developing my craft as a teacher and subsequently as a writer. A trusted visionary, she became an indispensable friend and ally, as well as a lineage sister. Gloria has been talking with the gods of the Egyptian pantheon since she learned to speak, and probably before that. Her keen sight and laser-sharp intuition have guided me and helped shape many of the mystery teachings that appear in my classes, ceremonies, tours, and journeys. (She was the covisioner of my audio program, Becoming an Oracle.)

Gloria has the rare capacity to combine art and magic with the ability to get things done in the real world. During this tour she kept us together and not only insured that we had everything we needed and desired but also kept us on task and on time so that we could accomplish all that we had set out to do.

While Normandi worked her magic on us in her inimitable fashion, Gloria facilitated the ceremonial components that were vital to the alchemical process. Each day we would either start or complete our visit to temples and sacred sites with a ceremony that included a meditation guided by Gloria into visions of Inner Egypt. Afterward we would be thrust into an intense writing exercise created by Normandi that would push us past any inner resistance and cause our creative juices to flow freely from deep within. Sometime each day we would meet in the comfort of the exquisitely appointed living room of our boat to discuss our work at the temples, learn new writing techniques, and read to the circle the pieces we had penned. For some of the processes we were only given ten minutes, a daunting challenge that became a great advantage as we learned to relax and allow the words to formulate. If we got stuck, we could reach into our “Personal Universe”—one of Normandi’s invaluable tools that you will find in this book—which would enable us to instantly expand the range of our vision.

It was Gloria who first conceived the possibility of the 2009 Egyptian Mysteries Tour and further conceptualized it as a writing class and subsequent book. Her creative and organizational efforts have been continuously weaving this vision from its inception to its conclusion. (She also created the website, 
www.invokingthescribes.com, that posts the beautiful writings that didn’t make it into Invoking the Scribes of Ancient Egypt due to limited space.)

The collaboration of Normandi and Gloria has produced a book that is both inspirational and unique. It provides concise exercises—the ones we practiced in the temples and on our boat—along with examples of our personal renderings. The similarities to the spirit of many of the ancient texts is evident in the feeling of these stories: while many are very personal accounts, each captures the mysteries we are all experiencing in our lives, shining light on the significant events that shape us, and giving articulation to the simplest, yet most profound insights uncovered along the way.

We are still in touch with the women of this tour, and they stay in touch with each other. Our journey created a constellation of friendship that is enduring even as the words of the stories give continual life to our experiences. May all of you who read this book be touched by our words and the magic of Egypt, and may you be equally inspired to discover the pearls in your path as you begin to write a story uniquely yours.

NICKI SCULLY

Nicki Scully has been teaching healing, shamanic arts, and the Egyptian Mysteries since 1983. She is a lineage holder in the Hermetic tradition of Thoth, her teacher and mentor. With Thoth she developed Alchemical Healing, a comprehensive healing form that is practiced by thousands of practitioners internationally. In the late 1980s, Nicki founded Shamanic Journeys, Ltd., to guide inner journeys and spiritual pilgrimages to Egypt and other sacred sites, which she continues to do to this day. For a list of Nicki’s publications and website information, please see page 296.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Spiritual Autobiography Matters

The doors of perception open; what was hidden has been revealed. . . . As the houses of earth fill with dancing and song, so filled are the houses of heaven. I come in truth. I sail a long river and row back again. It is joy to breathe under the stars. I am the sojourner destined to walk a thousand years until I arrive at myself.

NORMANDI ELLIS, AWAKENING OSIRIS




EXPLORING WORDS OF POWER

Normandi Ellis

Imagine a grand party with every sensual delight: the festival hall filled with music, song, and dance, tables overflowing with fruits and bread and meat, candle flames glowing in lanterns, goblets of wine and beer, laughter, cats lolling under the chairs, and the sweet scent of lotus blossoms in the air. Imagine yourself in the midst of your life celebrating your community, your beloved, the recent harvest from your gardens and fields.

Then, in the midst of this party, chaos enters. In the midst of the party, death comes uninvited, and everything changes.

This is the story of Isis and Osiris. This is a tale of lamentation and loss. Osiris, a mighty chief on Earth, is hacked to pieces and scattered. He must die in order to be born into his inheritance as Lord of Amduat (what is in the other world). He cannot foresee when his journey into the netherworld will begin, but everything he has done upon this Earth has coalesced around this moment. He, who contemplates the meaning of his life while he is yet alive and who dies to the old self while he still lives, is reborn.

After the first death, they say, there is no other.

Subsequent to Osiris’s death, Isis goes on living without her beloved partner and is crazy with grief. She wanders into distant countries and returns; she walks through the towns she once knew, but she is now so changed that none recognize her. Pregnant with the seed of salvation, she secludes herself until her soul calls her out of hiding. Supported by her sister goddesses and hiding in the bulrushes, Isis births a magical child, Horus. She raises him as a great hero, and after all her earthly experience, Isis learns the words of power that make her queen of heaven and earth, lady of the flame, mistress of all knowing.

The story of Isis and the story of Osiris represent but two ways of contacting the Divine. Osiris is the story of everyman: Life unfolds but in the midst of it death strikes, bringing a return to Source. The story of Isis is different. It is one of radical knowing, a departure from personal grief into an embodiment of the great divine narrative. With her words of power—a magic she has gained from the depth of her experiences—Isis chooses to transform while she is on Earth. She has penetrated the heart of Re the solar god, the supraconsciousness, and made contact with the shining spark of her own intelligence.

As with Isis, in our own lives are the secrets of our true gifts, the mysteries of our transformation, the life that is hidden from us until we pull back and settle down to look into that still pool during meditation. Too often we do not take the time to relinquish our day-to-day social and business biographies. If we are not still enough during the day, the reflection comes to the surface during dreams of the night, psychic breaks, or other events that call us abruptly back to ourselves. There, in these meditative trances or dream states, upon the unruffled water, our true face looks back.

We are spiritual beings, fire born of the great cosmic explosion, stardust walking and breathing in a universe alive; but we are also matter beget of matter—and matter forgets. Our former selves are often cut away, hacked off, cast off, strewn about—a disavowed version of the true self. Rather than seeing our errant histories as putrid decay, we must learn to see our past as rich compost, the very ground of our being. Human life grows in the soil enriched by experience!

Sometimes we try to pretend the shadow isn’t there. These buried or denied parts of ourselves, however, beg to be seen by us so that we can know our true potential, integrate the light and the dark, and attain the goal of all our days on Earth. Who we are becoming is much more important than who we were, yet all that we have felt, all that we have touched, all that we have loved, the words we have spoken, the worlds in which we have traveled, and all the wild longings that we have denied or haven’t fulfilled have created the constellation of this vessel we inhabit in the eternal now. The veil of illusion separates us from our divine purpose, and divine will and human will are divided by our errant egotistical and psychological willfulness.

This body is a container for memory and experience, but the feeling that our experiences are ours alone leads us into isolation and loneliness. Clinging to one’s personal experience leads to misunderstanding. Rather than imagining that we are writing our life story, imagine that the story we inhabit has been written by the gods.

Imagine the goddess Seshet—with her scribe’s palette and palm frond notching the years—writing upon tablets that are the akashic records, the story of our lives, the story of a divine spark sent down to Earth from the hand of God to do some work that really matters. The land flourishes because the land is composed of the combined stories of all the beings of light whose souls manifest in commitment to the great work.

Periodically in ancient Egypt, the pharaoh underwent a rite of passage called the Heb-Sed Festival, which was a ritual process of life review and of dying a ritual death in order to realign one’s self to Source. The purpose of the renewal rite was shamanic reintegration of life experience into wisdom. In the House of Life inside the Temple of Horus at Edfu you may find the image of Seshet carved upon the wall; she guards the niches where the religious scrolls were kept. Their titles are written on those walls. In one spot, an etching calls out the sacred chapter of one of the Books of the Dead: “The Secret of Osiris Becoming Re.” It is the book of how to turn darkness into light, how to turn death consciousness into life consciousness.

This is the task presently before us, as is the question: “If not now, then when?”

Begin now the work of contemplation and contact with the Holy Spirit. If begun once, begin again. Like the Heb-Sed Festival, the writing of one’s spiritual autobiography is a task that must be renewed on a regular basis in order to integrate experience—not merely for one’s self, but for all of us, for, as we travel together, we come to appreciate how our stories intersect with the stories of every other traveler.

Writing autobiographically means to come to a deep level of understanding that tells us many things but also, paradoxically in the end, tells us just one thing: Our life is part of a larger story. Our life is the story of a living, sentient being called Earth.

I have always known

that at last I would take this road,

but yesterday I did not know

it would be today.

ARIWARA NO NARIHIRA,
100 POEMS FROM THE JAPANESE






IF NOT NOW—THEN WHEN?

Gloria Taylor Brown

Our memories and stories are our most important legacy. We are losing our memories; we are losing our stories. Did you ever wish you knew the stories of your great-grandmother? Do you want your great-grandchildren to know your own stories?

For generations, people lived in tribal units. They lived with their tribes from the time they were born until the time they died. They knew where they belonged because they knew the tribal stories. This is no longer true today for most people living in first-world countries. We have lost contact with our tribal roots. With that loss, we have lost a part of ourselves, for we no longer know where we come from or where we fit in.

Some of us have formed new tribes based on common interests. Travelers often form this kind of tribe, but this is not the same as knowing what and who makes you the person you are. Each generation must redefine its tribe, and with each generation, the ties to the past become ever more tenuous.

When I was a child, I was blessed by being born into a family where the prime entertainment was storytelling. Many stories were humorous, some were sad, but all of them were told with great skill and the polish of many retellings. These stories formed my earliest memories. On warm summer nights, with the sound of cicadas in the background, I would sit beneath the kitchen table (so I wouldn’t be sent off to bed!) and listen to the voices of my family, telling stories that defined where I came from.

Traditionally, stories were told to enlighten, educate, and create a sense of belonging. Today, most of the stories our children hear are taught by others outside the family. Songs on the radio, shows on TV and in the movies, books, magazines, and newspapers tell the stories of other people, in other times, without regard to the personal, to the specific. Some are good, some are bad, some are entertaining, but most of them are not our own.

Well, what is so wrong with this? you might ask. And I would reply: In this, we have lost the richness of the tapestry that is our own history, unwittingly exchanging it for the homogenized Hollywood version that does not tell us who we are or where it is we belong.

The position of the storyteller has been revered throughout history. Bards traveled throughout Europe, taking news from one land to another in the form of songs and poems. The Native Americans had long histories of the storyteller, immortalized today in the storyteller dolls of the Southwest. Africans had rich and wondrous stories that were told generation unto generation. Every nation, tribe, and clan celebrated, in story, its history, which was kept alive through the dark illiterate days by those who cared to remember.

I would like to call on you now to become one who cares to remember.

Equally to the point, however, is the issue of defining yourself. Knowing who you are and where you have come from gives you a sense of confidence. Telling stories is not about holding on to the past but is a celebration of that which has shaped your life. It allows you to look at what you have—that which is already available to you—choosing those traits you want and need and removing those patterns that keep you from attaining your greatest accomplishments.

When anthropologists study our culture a thousand years from now, they will be searching for your story. The history of a people is made up of people just like you. In creating your own personal story, you will be creating a legacy that will help future generations understand that which they cannot know without your help. You will be honoring your ancestors, celebrating your own life, and creating a living legacy that will empower your descendants.

Invoking the Ancient Scribes of Egypt is a compilation of such stories, from multiple storytellers who undertook a single journey through the beautiful land of Egypt as well as through the landscape of their own memories. Nineteen travelers, pilgrims on a sacred journey in October 2009, contributed to the writing of this book, this collection of stories. At each sacred site in Egypt that we traveled to, we confronted an aspect of ourselves where we told the stories—whether fact or fiction—that had brought us there. We offered them up to each other and to the temple gods and goddesses as the divine jewels that they were and are.

Sailing in a cocoon that allowed for the chrysalis of our becoming—as we ate, laughed, cried, and grew together—we viewed the great temples and pyramids of Egypt. We emerged the greater for all of this, knowing as we returned home that we would never quite leave Egypt behind because, through the journey of our trip, we had, together, become part of the larger story.

Many of you have stories to contribute to this larger story; you are seeking to bring your stories out of the warehouse of your memories and into the light of day. As we journey now through this book, we will explore the tales that bind our human tribe together and that help us to better understand our own individual contributions to the great collective memory.






SOME JOURNEYS CHANGE US

Normandi Ellis

Simply put, some journeys change us. In 1978, I began a new journal, and as I often do, I found an epigraph to expedite my journey. On the first page, I began to write what would become my first short story. On subsequent pages, I wrote about the powerful storytellers in my family, and soon I was recording a trip that carried me in an Amtrak railcar toward a future destination in Colorado where I would eventually move, begin to write in earnest, and complete my master’s thesis in 1981: my first collection of short stories.

All this in the space of a single journal . . .

I moved forward with my new life, grieving what I had to leave behind in order to find that which I did not know. It was the epitome of what I later learned to call the hero’s journey—an idea made popular in the works of the great mythologist and author Joseph Campbell. I am glad that I kept that journal in which I recorded and illustrated sadness and loss, the uncanny and the outrageous, and letters that I never sent. In it I prayed out loud, noted dreams and quotations from various books, and made outrageous proclamations I would live to regret and a few prognostications as well.

When I look back now, I can see that year—and the journal I wrote then—as the beginning of my life as a writer and spiritual person. I learned then to trust that the words would come and that the universe had a design in mind for my life, whether I knew it or not.

If we are lucky and if we commit to putting words on paper, one day we can look back at our writing and find a reconciliation between who we were and who we are becoming—a being that may diverge greatly from who we thought we were going to be. Along the way, we find new meaning. Rather than imposing a plan upon the landscape, we uncover the kind of life that is in harmony with itself and with who we really are.






HOW THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN

Normandi Ellis

. . . And I have never been satisfied with bread and water when the great has been left unattained. This I have done to enter unto death, and turn from death to life. This shall pass—even I shall pass, like eternity—quietly in the fire and the flesh.

NORMANDI ELLIS, AWAKENING 
OSIRIS

Invoking the Scribes of Ancient Egypt was inspired by what I learned when I was writing Awakening Osiris thirty years ago. Since that time, I have wanted to share, in a tangible way, the process that engaged me during the ten years I spent writing that book.

Awakening Osiris is based on the ancient text commonly known as the Book of the Dead, but called by the ancient Egyptians the Book of Coming into Light or the Book of Coming Forth by Day. This hieroglyphic text completely immersed me in a contemplative study of the language, grammar, poetry, mythology, and history of ancient Egypt. In translating the text and contemplating the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, I felt myself peeling back layers of my own experience. The body believes in images, which is why the hieroglyphs are such a sacred, transformative, and alchemical expression. The image of an egg, for example, may explode into webs of interrelated meaning—literal, philosophical, curative, and metaphorical.

The more I worked with the text, the more I saw my life in sharp relief.

Ancient scribes—who were high priests, healers, and shamans—knew that writing and thinking hieroglyphically was a healing act that empowered the author. Those “technicians of the sacred,” as American ethnopoet Jerome Rothenberg calls shamans (Rothenberg, xxv), knew a great deal about the process of hieroglyphic thinking. The ancient Egyptians called it heka and defined it as the proper words, in the proper sequence, with the proper intonation and the proper intent.

Through heka, the gods created the world. Learning heka provided scribes with the power to invoke and to create worlds through their thoughts as well. Those who worked with the hieroglyphs and magical words of power believed that merely writing or, in their case, inscribing sacred spiritual texts could change lives and destinies. The Book of the Dead was not meant to be read merely by the spirits of the dead. It was written to be read by the living as a way of focusing each day on the deep purpose of human life—spiritual union with the Divine through the transformation of death consciousness into life consciousness.

To the writer, heka is a kind of magic that creates meaning from experience. Through its creative process, we uplift the potent dream of human possibility and place it into form. We manifest new visions, new communities, and new relationships to ourselves and to others. And we make new art filled with beauty and light.

I discovered greater meaning in my life through the process of writing Awakening Osiris, which was as much about my own spiritual development as it was about ancient Egyptian spiritual beliefs. Because I wanted others to experience this creative process of self-discovery through the same writing process, I created writing excercises that do just that, and I am proud to say that I have been teaching those exercises for more than twenty years.

I have adapted those exercises to this book so that you may learn to write heka as we travel together through these pages. Writing your spiritual autobiography may be for your consumption alone, but in the process of writing—while we tell ourselves the story of our experiences and make meaning of our lives—we learn that we have not lived in vain. We learn that our time on Earth has been sacred time wherein we have developed soulful consciousness in order to deepen and solidify our connection to the Divine.






THE GREATEST LOVE OF MY LIFE

Gloria Taylor Brown

Many years ago, I fell in love with Egypt. My affair with this great love has survived many other lovers, three husbands, and fifty years.

My first glimpse of Egypt came through the pages of a book, no pictures, just words, allowing me to visualize a land of grandeur and majesty far removed from Florida, where I grew up. I sat on the white sand beaches of Panama City and visualized pyramids rising from the sands, the Nile lapping at their base, a boat coming from far to the south carrying lumber and incense, exotic animals, and brightly plumed birds.

Egypt filled my dreams and my thoughts. I saw myself walking among the narrow alleys of a dusty town, bargaining for food, for clothing, for shelter. I encountered people who spoke a different language, who worshipped a different god, who were just plain different from the people I lived with. I read books written by long dead archaeologists and memorized the names of the pharaohs, in order. By the time I was nine years old, I knew more about Egypt than my teachers or my parents or anyone else I knew.

I had few friends. Most of the children I played with were friends by virtue of proximity—they lived in the same military housing complex, had fathers in the military, and attended the same school that I did. When they were transferred and moved away, I saw them leave without a backward glance or even a thought of staying in contact. My true friends existed in the pages of books, and they never deserted me. My true friends came in my dreams, in my visions, in my mind, and it was these friends that always led me back to Egypt, always back to the time of the pharaohs, the early times, what I would come to know as Zep Tepi, the First Time.

As I got older, my interest in all things Egyptian expanded to include Greece, as well as Celtic and North American esoteric studies. I was sustained and supported by the deepening knowledge of all things mystical. I developed my clairvoyance and clairaudience, learning to hear with an inner ear the teachings of the ancient ones, to see beyond the world of today into the mystical realms. I studied astrology and numerology and became a master of the tarot.

Modern-day Egypt was a foreign subject; I had no interest in anything that had happened there after the Romans conquered the country. I regarded the current occupants as invaders and defilers of my true Egypt and resisted all attempts to travel to the current land.

It wasn’t until 2003 that I gained the wisdom to recognize that my prejudice was shortchanging my own experience. By chance, I had time and money available and a friend leading a tour to Egypt that needed more participants. On the spur of the moment, I decided to put my beliefs to the test; I traveled to Egypt.

In less than two days, all my dearly held prejudices came tumbling down as I met a series of delightful people who welcomed me as a long-lost daughter returning home after an arduous adventure. The modern-day people I had avoided and maligned wanted me to enjoy my journey, and they worked overtime to ensure my comfort.

For two weeks, I traveled, lost among the sounds and sights of Egypt. I remember few of my fellow travelers. They were like characters in a play that stretched across the land, vanishing into the wings at appropriate moments, while I stayed center stage in the exploration of my own spiritual homecoming. Overwhelming sensations of earlier lives walked hand in hand with my present-day experience as I continued from one temple to the next, culminating in an arduous climb up into the heart of the Great Pyramid.

As I stood in the center of its chamber, which is called the king’s chamber by many, I felt as though my skin were shedding, like a snake’s, rolling back and down off my body, leaving me a raw and open bundle of nerves, muscles, and sinew. In my expanded state, I felt currents of energy connecting me not only to the pyramid and the land beyond, but out into the dark night, to the stars, to the galaxies, to the core of the universe. I perceived these golden lines of energy, the silver strands of force, weaving together to form a net of impossible beauty, weaving the new skin that I would occupy if I so chose.

Flying high above the land, my spirit could see the blueprint that had been laid in place so many centuries before, and I experienced my own epiphany, realizing that I was part of that blueprint in that my coming to this point in my life—to this place in this land—had been foreordained thousands of years before when the great experiment had begun. Each pyramid and temple beneath me glowed with its own inner light, and the lines of force between them and my freed spirit became entwined as I soared through the dark night.

When I had gathered all there was for me to gather, I found myself standing fully formed, once more in the chamber of my becoming, the place of transformation, arisen from the sarcophagus and made whole. My vision changed, as though blinders had been struck from my eyes, the rough shedding of eyelids that no long served. I saw the lights of each individual that had accompanied the journey glowing in the darkened chamber. The colors swirled and melded, becoming a tapestry that was hung beneath the new risen moon above the head of the east-facing Sphinx.

Within and without, I became the image of the person I had always wanted to be, and in that image, I left that inner chamber and walked out into the world. Since that time, I have returned to Egypt many times, in my mind and in my body, as I have developed the gifts that were given to me that night.

As stated earlier, many years ago I fell in love with Egypt. In the fall of 2007, I fell in love all over again. My new love’s name was Afandina, which means “guardian spirit” in Arabic, and she was and still is beautiful. Over one hundred and fifty feet long, with three levels, including a deck of ten deluxe suites, and built to the finest marine standards, she provides a safe home for travelers on the Nile.

I first saw her at a distance when I was in Aswan, in Upper Egypt, where she was floating on Egypt’s great river.

For years I have employed the imagery of sailing on the Nile as a way of falling asleep. When insomnia strikes me, I typically contact Thoth, who is usually found down by the river fishing, and I ask him to take me for a boat ride. Sometimes he uses a small boat that he poles through the reeds, but at other times, when there are lessons I must learn, he uses a beautiful riverboat. It has chanting oarsmen and an open, sunny deck upon which we sit in luxurious chaises, sipping tea and chatting incessantly.

This method works better than any sleeping pill, and when I use it, I always drift quickly and peacefully off to sleep. After I saw the Afandina for the first time, I dreamed of going to sleep on her decks. One day soon thereafter, I had the pleasure of actually setting sail with her, but it was just one day and my soul longed for more. Shortly after my return to the United States from that trip, and determined to return as quickly as I could, I contacted Normandi and convinced her that we should conduct a special writers’ workshop in Egypt, using the Afandina as our floating university.

And this is exactly what came to pass. Our group, as it turned out, spent eight of our thirteen nights on this most beautiful boat. On it we pretended that we were the queens and kings of the Nile. We waved at our adoring admirers along its banks and had afternoon tea on its deck. And we created marvelous literature, separately and together. This book is the happy result of that tour.






INTO THE GREAT UNKNOWN

Normandi Ellis

In the spring of 2009, Gloria Taylor Brown and I decided to create a mystery tour of Egypt for writers. Gloria would get the boat she always wanted to sail on, and I would be able to teach my form of spiritual writing in the land that had inspired it. Before leaving the United States, Gloria and I presented three teleclasses to set the ground rules for our group of intended participants and to get them to start thinking about the writing process. We used one exercise in particular, the personal universe exercise (included at the end of the next chapter), to loosen them up and to free their minds for the work ahead.

Our work was to use the pattern of writing spiritual autobiography laid down by ancient Egyptian scribes five thousand years before us. Using my translation of the Egyptian Book of the Dead—Awakening Osiris—the writers would engage in crafting their own hymns to the divine beings, prayers of protection, stories of creation and heroism, dialogues with the gods and goddesses of Egypt, confessions, and meditations on transformative symbols.

Many of the religious texts written on the tomb walls in the Valley of the Kings begin with the metaphor of sailing in a boat guided by Spirit, crossing the great subterranean water that divides life on the physical plane and life in the spirit realm. Our boat, the Afandina, likewise became a metaphor for our journey. We embarked upon it in hopes of discovering the meaning of our lives as we journeyed through Egypt. As with all metaphors, however, the boat encompassed more—it was a womb that rocked us all through the Nile as we grew and changed together.

Ours was the story of an initiation that began no more than a week before the trip with the death of my mother, Virginia, and a funeral service for her on the island of Philae at the Temple of Isis. I knew I wanted to take her ashes with me to Egypt, but before I knew what I would do with them there, uncertainty hounded me like a shadow. While carrying her ashes in a money belt around my waist in Egypt, I heard her worry about where I would put her. “That river is polluted!” I heard her tell me. “Most rivers are, Mama,” I silently replied. I finally decided to carry her into the Temple of Isis at dawn and place her on the altar there, but I felt sad in knowing that after I distributed her ashes, she would not be with me physically anymore. When a tornado blew through Kentucky recently, I thought to call her to see how she made out, but then I remembered that she was gone.

The funerary journey for my mother became complete with a Eucharist communion service inside the Great Pyramid, which merged our spirits with the spirit of the Divine. Our prayers for the journey derived from the Egyptian Book of the Dead and the texts of becoming that we read at every temple became the story of our lives—the great story of Isis and Osiris that moved through us to be retold time and time again.

When the Reverend Kathryn Ravenwood stood inside the sanctuary of the Temple of Isis during the memorial service for my mother, she recalled her own transformation through the loss of her own mother.

Isis, I carry the memory of my own mother in my heart. I remember that when she died, you came to take her home with you. She was sitting on a bench of the anteroom of your temple; a small girl, swinging her feet, which did not reach the floor; her legs crossed at the ankles; she was wearing black shoes and white socks. Her back to me, she did not acknowledge my presence but only looked forward at the doors, slowly opening, as you, Lady of Sorrows, entered from the inner sanctuary. She joyfully welcomed you. Although I could not hear her or your words, there was a radiance of light and happiness in my mother, Betty Ann, as she recognized you.

The next morning after the sun came up, Raven and I saw the aura of the pyramids grow. The sky behind them shifted in color from gray haze into blue, and then an arc of energy snapped between two of them. That evening, Raven healed and drained my aching knee. “What is the doorway you’ve wanted to walk through but didn’t?” she asked me. “You’ve caught your leg in it.”

With nightfall, the cacophony of car horns blended with the call to prayer. The birds rustled in the trees. With every step I said matins: Bless the warble of my friends’ laughter and, in the midst of this dusty road, the wonder of draping pink blossoms.

“Dawn always begins in the bones.” As I woke the next morning, I clearly heard the line I had written so long ago in Awakening Osiris. It seemed to echo from my current dream. Yes, dawn begins in the bones, and I witnessed a flash of stem cells and DNA spirals.

That day in Khan el-Khalili bazaar, I found my talisman, Meretseger, the winged serpent also called Lady of the Peak, Beloved of Silence, Lady of the Western Lands, guardian of the mysteries of time, the shedding of skin. I wore her around my neck when I visited Gamal, a reputed wise man at a perfume shop in Giza. He pointed to the talisman and said, “That is the sign of the magician.” He told me that Egypt is where I have always lived, but my body chose another continent for residence this lifetime in order to reach more people. “Have you forgotten?” he asked. I shook my head no silently. “Then why are you doing things to please others?” he wanted to know.

Ah yes, this is the door I’ve caught myself in.

As Raven said, “When your parents are gone, there is none to stop you from being yourself.”

Gamal said, “You must be yourself and do what you must. Get the words out. You must write.” We talked about Unas and Saqqara, where I spent many Old Kingdom lifetimes. “Go where the energy is,” he said, “where there is love.”






HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Normandi Ellis and Gloria Taylor Brown

If you have been to Egypt, this book will recall you to the tastes, the smells, the sights, the feeling of the people, desert, water, and sky. If you have never been, this book will make you want to go there.

Invoking the Scribes is not the definitive guide to travel in Egypt. For that, we highly recommend John Anthony West’s Traveler’s Key to Ancient Egypt. Throughout our text, we sprinkle information about spiritual discipline, writing in general, Egyptian mysteries, temple practice, metaphysics, and histories. These were gleaned from years of reading divergent sources. All of these recommended and many other beautifully written and informative texts appear in the bibliography.

Like an ancient hieroglyphic text itself, this entire book can be read in different ways and on different levels. One experience can be gleaned by reading the texts in their daily order, which leads the reader to experience the trip as the participants did. Or the book can be read on a trip that travels up the Nile (rather than going down the Nile as we did). Aside from that, the book can be jumped around in, unlike a trip. It can be read for its writing prompts or meditations or temple history and explorations alone. Invoking the Scribes is also a little bit literary journal and art book in that it showcases the work of nineteen gifted writers and photographers.

This book was designed to resemble, in a fashion, the process by which ancient scribes wrote the Book of Coming Forth by Day for their patrons. Some patrons wanted long funerary scrolls. Other patrons mixed and matched chapters, using only text that they found useful. Still others wanted a florid bouquet of various writings.

The journal prompts are easily repeatable, creating vivid new poetry from the same prompt. For example, even in ancient times, the ancient scribes created a variety of transformational texts, or “becoming” poems—such as “Becoming the Crocodile,” “Becoming a Light in the Darkness,” or “Becoming the Swallow.” These, in effect, became a personal record of the metaphors and symbols particular to an individual life.

In addition to learning about Egyptian history and the temples and their builders, the reader may experience the temples as we did through our meditations before, during, and after our visits. In those locations where we were given private time, a few rituals were taped and have been transcribed for the reader. (The meditations in this book were penned by Gloria, and the writing exercises by Normandi, unless otherwise noted.)

To provide examples and to showcase the many different ways to spin a writing prompt, the creative works from the tour participants follow the prescribed writing lesson. You will see that their work takes many forms—memoir, poetry, story, list, narrative, dialogue, and so on. Each courageous writer had to move beyond an initial fear in order to tell true stories from life experiences. Their courage should encourage you. A brief biography of each writer may be found in the back of the book. Many of them are bloggers and published authors and poets, and you may enjoy reading more of their work. In keeping with the spirit of the ancient Egyptians and their marvelous cosmology, we have, hereinafter, used hieroglyphic signatures ([image: image] for Gloria and
[image: image] for Normandi), in lieu of our names, for the pieces herein that we have respectively penned. We hope that this book is the book on spiritual autobiography you are looking for. We hope it will engage you in creative self-discovery as you “come forth in light” and build an inner fire against the darkness. Writing is powerfully transformative. A word, a ritual, a metaphor can benefit one’s soul, but it has the capacity to uplift others. Each enlightened soul speaking truth with love and dignity has the capacity to uplift ten thousand others, and they to uplift one hundred thousand more.

One word at a time, we hope to raise “ten thousand, thousand sticks of light” against the darkness of our times, and so uplift the world by changing its consciousness.
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DAY 1

Cairo

Before the Tour

Do you not know, Asclepius, that Egypt is an image of heaven . . . ?

ASCLEPIUS, HERMETICA




A SHIFTING KALEIDOSCOPE OF VIEWPOINTS


[image: image] Gloria Taylor Brown

Dawn had not arrived when my husband and I stumbled sleepily out of our bed and began to load the last of my luggage into the car for the trip to Egypt that I had been eagerly anticipating for the better part of a year. At last the day had arrived; I was to join my colleagues in New York City at JFK International Airport, colleagues who were flying there from all over: Normandi Ellis from Lexington, Kentucky; Nicki Scully and Mark Hallert from Eugene, Oregon; and Kathryn Ravenwood (Raven) from Albuquerque, New Mexico. We were due to converge at the Egyptair Terminal for our flight to Egypt.

Surprisingly, in this age of missed connections, cancellations, and schedule changes, all of my friends arrived safely, luggage intact, and transferred. After a brief transit of JFK, we were able to board the large plane that would whisk us away to Egypt. (Okay, okay, perhaps it didn’t exactly “whisk,” it lumbered, after sitting on the tarmac for more than an hour before takeoff.) The plane was full of Egyptians returning home from the shopping meccas of the United States. They were burdened down with televisions, baby cribs, stereo systems, and lots and lots of bags filled to bursting for the family back home. My luggage was limited—an extra bag packed away to be filled in Egypt. (Do you think this is what is meant by “foreign trade”?)

We arrived without further ado at the lovely new international terminal in Cairo, a far cry from the old terminal it had replaced. Previously, a traveler to Egypt would disembark into glaring heat and be taken by bus to an old terminal with limited facilities. That day we landed at a modern jetway where moving sidewalks and clean and sparkling restrooms greeted us. We encountered no difficulties getting visas or Egyptian pounds in exchange for dollars; two banks near immigration dispensed both cheerfully. Stamp passport! Stamp! And we were through, greeted by a smiling friend, Akram of Quest Travel. “Welcome home!” he cried out. “They changed everything, and I could not meet you earlier, in the immigration area—so sorry!” With a hug and a kiss on both cheeks, he provided a touch of competent authority to our group of weary travelers.

Miracle of miracles, all of our luggage had arrived and was with a husky porter who was placing it in the small bus that would take us to our accommodations. The driver was another friend from past travels, so after more kisses and more hugs, off we went. Prepared to endure the long traffic jams that are typical of Cairo, we were absolutely delighted to find that the Ring Road around Cairo proper had finally been completed, allowing us to speed through the countryside (which, in this case, means desert). Soon we were crossing the great Nile River, the longest river in the world, which flows north out of the heart of Africa. Along this stretch it was bordered by shops, condos, and office buildings and congested with traffic. Still, on an island in the middle of the river, fields of cabbages and carrots flourished as they had done for thousands of years.

Traveling on to Giza, we began to encounter the Egypt that we had remembered: Traffic began to snarl, and we were enveloped in a cacophony of car horns and other rude sounds of the street. Here, no one obeys the lane markers, there are no traffic lights, and a complicated system of horns and sirens conveys the drivers’ intent to pass, merge, or proceed. Although the sight of the pyramids rising out of the smog-filled horizon reminded us that we were truly once more in the land of the pharaohs, they were soon obscured by tall buildings and by our own closed eyes, shut tight to avoid seeing close encounters of the automobile kind. The best way to travel through Giza, one person said, is to ride through it facing backward, so you don’t see the near misses or the brave but foolhardy pedestrians, donkeys, and horses that fill its streets.

“No camels!” exclaimed Raven. “Where are the camels?” Akram explained that they had been forbidden from traveling on the main thoroughfares because they had become increasingly hazardous to automobile traffic.

We arrived at the apartment building that had been built and was owned by Mohamed Nazmy, the president of our tour group, Quest Travel; it was just off Pyramids Road in Giza. We were to be the first inhabitants of a luxury apartment in it. Most Egyptian apartment buildings are constructed in stages. As soon as the walls are up on one floor, it’s often inhabited while construction continues above. In this particular building a friend of Mohamed’s was renting the first floor apartment for the next few months; the addition on the fourth floor had just been built. Here, Mohamed has ensconsced Nicki Scully and other tour leaders who may use the place while they are leading tours in Egypt. Our rooms on the fourth floor had been finished mere moments before we walked onto the clean bright tiles in our dusty shoes. “Wow!” we said as we set down our suitcases. Everything had been freshly painted. The cabinets still smelled vaguely of sawdust, and the silverware gleamed inside its plastic sleeves in a velvet box. Between the photographs of Egypt’s literati and nobility hanging on the walls, we caught a glimpse of ourselves reflected in the mirrors—a little disheveled and rumpled—but with a glow in our eyes.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.1. This is the view from our apartment in the Quest apartment building,
where we held our first classes. The Great Pyramid (on the left) is attributed
to the Fourth Dynasty king Cheops; the pyramid on the right belonged to the
pharaoh Chephren, his son. Photograph courtesy of Gloria Taylor Brown.

When Mohamed’s wife, Hanan, drew aside the living room curtains, we lost all language for a moment, for it was as if we had stepped into a dream! The pyramids rose in front of us on the Giza plateau, the sun was nestled behind them; above everything was an umbrella of blue sky. Thereafter, every day for a week, we would rise to the call of the muezzin, draw aside the curtains, and stare at the Great Pyramid, rising up out of the gloom, waiting for Re to smile anew on Egypt.

We were delighted to find that Hanan had been shopping for us, providing us with food and other necessities. With limited English, she explained that she had helped get the apartment ready and otherwise prepare things for our visit. We expressed our thanks, and more hugs and kisses followed. (You could wear out your lips, just keeping up with all the cheek kissing required here!)

After enjoying a nap that was all too brief, we arose to greet other participants, Denise, Barbara, and Alma, as well as our beloved Emil and Mohamed, and then we tucked into a catered dinner from the nearby Felfela Restaurant, located just in front of the apartment. Kefta, kebabs, and grilled chicken cooked on an open fire, tagines of okra and eggplant, accompanied by too many fried potatoes and rice provided us with a sumptuous meal, the leftovers of which would feed us for several days.

After dinner we went upstairs to the open deck to watch the sunset and listen to the sounds of traffic combined with the call to prayer emanating from the speaker on the roof. We would hear these calls five to six times a day for the next twenty days, beginning before dawn and ending in the early evening. Each mosque seemed to keep a slightly different clock, so that one would begin a few minutes earlier than another, and variations would continue for ten minutes or so. With more mosques in Egypt than pubs in England, one is always within earshot of the sounds of devotion to Allah within the populated areas of Egypt.

Enjoying an evening spent in laughter and community, up on the deck that topped the five-story building, we watched as the sun set, the night dark rose, and the pyramids disappeared in the haze. Finally we retired, earplugs in our ears, determined to sleep through the early prayer call that would resound across the town.

The next few days were spent in a leisurely way, taking care of some tour business and getting ready for the imminent arrival of the group. A short trip to the Khan al Khalili market proved to be interesting and remarkably easy on the pocketbook—I bought nothing! Normandi and Raven, however, conducted skillful negotiations in purchasing articles of clothing and silver jewelry for friends and family back home. Anthony Bourdain in his Travel Channel show, “No Reservations,” referred to this market as the Knick-Knack District—a statement all too true, for it is a warren of small walkways and old buildings where vendors vie for tourist dollars with cries of “Beautiful scarves, only one dollar!” and “Come into my shop, just look!”






CAIRO: WE BEGIN AS STRANGERS

Mark Hallert

The Great Pyramid looms out of the haze. Somewhere behind it, nearing Egypt, a plane containing my travel companions approaches.

I’m looking within for that sense of quiet reflection before being swept away by the group dynamic, but all of my other senses are under assault. I’ll start with the sounds of traffic.

The shifting gears and racing engines are what I would expect to hear if a panicked army were racing through winding, mountainous roads, but the street is flat and straight and the drivers are merely aggressive. And then there are the horns. The variety of sounds implies a great horn shopping center, and the frequency of use speaks to a form of communication far beyond the simple word move! After a serious study from my lofty rooftop perch, here are translations for some of the honks: “I’m thinking of driving past you.” “Hey pedestrian, don’t even think of stepping off that curb.” “Here I am!”

I glance up: The sun is burning through and a great plane is banking overhead. Could it be my new friends?

The day is heating quickly. At this moment, to walk is to sweat, and soon this act of sitting in the shade writing will be enough. Ahh, here are my sunglasses! I can smell food cooking over charcoal, exhaust, and a hint of the Mediterranean and/or the lush fields to the north. There is a fine, sandy grit in the air that changes with the direction of the breezes.

The parking lot at the base of the pyramid has filled with tour buses. To look in any other direction is to see an ocean of apartment buildings stretching to the horizon and satellite dishes, all pointing to some spot in outer space. I see trees and birds. I see people—some standing, some walking with purpose. The only ones in any hurry are those who are trying to cross the street.

By now the plane has deboarded. The luggage has been gathered, and our people are in the flow of traffic. Honk honk, beep beep. Here they come!






BREAKING THE ICE (AND THE BREAD!) [image: image]

We shared with our new friends at the airport some of our hard-won knowledge about how to deal with Eygptian public bathrooms (they require payment in exchange for toilet paper) and other necessary information. We went on to tell them that if they want any liquor during the upcoming cruise, they must buy it now at the duty-free store. Following this announcement, a small stampede ensued, as about half the people went to the nearby store to procure selected wines and spirits.
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