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      “This intriguing book is a call to action and a challenge to integrate shamanic knowledge about health care with modern science. Itzhak’s latest contribution to this body of wisdom guides us along that path. I highly recommend it.”

      JOHN PERKINS, AUTHOR OF THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER CONFESSIONS OF AN ECONOMIC HIT MAN

      “Shamanic Healing is an important book for the times we live in, as so many people in the Western world are searching for alternative ways of healing. This book provides a wealth of shamanic healing methods from indigenous cultures that can be integrated into anyone’s life and/ or their work with clients. Itzhak Beery did a brilliant job bringing this work to us.”

      SANDRA INGERMAN, M.A., AUTHOR OF SOUL RETRIEVAL AND SPEAKING WITH NATURE

      “Belief structures tend to put a fence around our consciousness, as Itzhak Beery shows in his new book on shamanic healing. He creates a bridge between ideals that no longer serve us and the ancient, yet current, practices of ancient shamanism up until today. Beery’s book offers a new model to transform our sick care into holistic health care.”

      LYNN V. ANDREWS, AUTHOR OF COMING FULL CIRCLE

      “In Shamanic Healing, Itzhak Beery has created an extraordinary book that records generous teachings brought to life through his accounts of adventures and healing stories from which readers may extract techniques and insights that may enrich their lives. Itzhak is a medicine man, and he has created very good medicine indeed.”

      HANK WESSELMAN, PH.D., ANTHROPOLOGIST, AUTHOR OF THE SPIRITWALKER TRILOGY, AND COAUTHOR OF AWAKENING TO THE SPIRIT WORLD

      “Shamanic Healing supports the ongoing revolution in health, as the modern world discovers alternative methods can be effective for many types of maladies—physical, psychological, and even spiritual. Itzhak Beery’s book provides a clear, coherent introduction and overview of these ancient practices, which are evermore popular.”

      DANIEL PINCHBECK, AUTHOR OF HOW SOON IS NOW?

      “Through crisp narrative and excellent storytelling, Itzhak Beery takes on the timely and powerful subject of shamanic healing and its relevance in our modern world. In a world where we find our medical model bankrupt and too often causing illness and death instead of healing, people are seeking alternatives, including the ancient, effective ways of shamanism. Here you will find an excellent and comprehensive introduction to the world of shamanic healing based on South American traditions. His book is a real contribution to shamanic literature.”

      JOSÉ LUIS STEVENS, PH.D., AUTHOR OF ENCOUNTERS WITH POWER

      “Izhak Beery’s passionate love of shamanism gives us a glimpse at how rich and fulfilling shamanic work can be in one’s life. He writes with an urgency to embed shamanic healing practices into our Western world, so we may align all our senses harmoniously with the supportive energies of the Earth and assure the survival of our species. An excellent book for all who seek to deepen their understanding of shamanic healing practices.”

      TOM COWAN, AUTHOR OF FIRE IN THE HEAD

      “Itzhak Beery has written a spectacular book. This honest, nonlinear journey into the very heart and soul of shamanism rekindled my heart’s flame and strengthened my commitment to the shamanic path that we share.”

      LINDA STAR WOLF, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF SOUL WHISPERING

      “Itzhak Beery’s heart and compassion encompass all of his teachings, and his fierce commitment to the integrity of this work is an inspiration to all who come in contact with him. His brilliant writing will open you to the beauty and elegance of walking the shamanic path.”

      MICHAEL STONE, TEACHER, ACTIVIST, WRITER, AND RADIO HOST
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      Foreword

      
        Alberto Villoldo, Ph.D.
      

      How do you make sense of a magical world infused with energy, spirits, divine beings, restless ancestors, angelic guides, and maleficent forces that can destroy your health?

      You can’t.

      The Western mind is not trained to comprehend the invisible world, the realm that shamans enter in the dreamtime and during waking ceremony in order to heal their clients. And when we can’t make sense of something, when it does not fit within our ordinary worldview, we simply determine that it doesn’t exist, it cannot exist, because it would shatter our notion of reality.

      But our notion of reality is already falling apart all by itself. The reality is that the third leading cause of death in America is hospitals and that if you live to be eighty-five years old you will have a 50 percent chance of having diagnosable Alzheimer’s. The reality is that one in forty children is diagnosed with autism today, whereas twenty years ago it was only one in ten thousand. Our mind is making us sick. Chronic stress is wreaking havoc on our immune systems, two of three Americans are overweight or obese, and one of three American children will be diabetic.

      Who would have thought . . .

      In my early twenties I was a medical anthropologist working in the Amazon basin. At that time the rain forest in central Peru, where the Ucayali River flows into the Amazon, was rife with terrorists and coca plantations. Few foreigners ventured into the area, which was ripe for exploration.

      One of my sponsors was a Swiss pharmaceutical giant hoping to find the next big cure for cancer or dementia. After all, the rain forest is nature’s pharmacy, replete with herbs, barks, and roots with still-to-be-discovered healing properties.

      After months of canoeing to villages that had seldom seen a light-skinned person, I returned to my sponsors empty-handed. In none of the villages that I visited was there any incidence of cancer, heart disease, or dementia. As it turns out, these are the illnesses of civilization, caused by our Western diet, our lifestyle, and our disconnection from nature.

      Can the traditional healers from the Amazon and Andes help us repair our bodies and mend our fragmented psyches? You will learn in this book that the answer is yes: that the shamans have a health care system, in sharp contrast to our disease-care system, that they don’t treat symptoms only, that they use their tracking skills to find the origin of disease and treat it at its source.

      Western medicine practices heal by organ (cardiologists, ophthalmologists, neurologists, etc.) or by disease (oncologists, rheumatologists, etc.). Rarely do the specialists speak with each other. Even though we know that many psychiatric conditions are caused by imbalances in our gut flora, where overpopulation by “bad” microbes releases toxins that cause mood disorders, rarely do GI docs speak with psychiatrists, and the latter seldom if ever recommend probiotics to their patients suffering from anxiety, depression, or mood swings.

      Shamans, on the other hand, look on the person as a system, an organism. We are beings of flesh and blood and spirit. We are intrinsically connected to our ancestors, who continue to haunt us or protect us, and to our yet unborn grandchildren. We are part of nature, connected to the forest, the rivers, and the mountains where we live and to the spirits that inhabit these wild places.

      The shaman must engage all of these invisible forces and beings when he or she works with a client. And when all of these spiritual forces are brought into balance, then there is a possibility for the client to recover his or her health.

      This requires a skilled practitioner who knows the ways of the visible and the invisible world. The shaman must have allies in all three worlds (upper, lower, and middle) and have the strength and courage to occasionally go to battle to rescue or ransom his or her client’s soul.

      Shamanic training involves many years of studying with skilled teachers and in nature, where the shaman is taught directly by spirit. It is a rigorous training where the shaman learns the art and practice of shamanic healing by embarking on his or her own healing journey—facing demons and befriending them and understanding his or her hidden, shadow side so that the shaman does not project it onto clients or students.

      Then there are the lessons of power. Shamans clearly postulate that there is a difference between information and wisdom. Information is understanding that water is H2O, while wisdom is being able to make it rain. Information is knowing a diagnosis, while wisdom is being able to heal.

      Today we are inundated with information: we can find out facts in an instant through our digital devices. Yet we cannot find wisdom in the virtual space more and more of us are inhabiting.

      One of the shamans portrayed is a yachak. The word comes from the Quechua word yachay, meaning “knowledge” or “wisdom” He is a wisdomkeeper. This book is infused with such wisdom.

      Itzhak Beery has traveled, studied, and lived with the shamans he writes about. He has gone through a true apprenticeship in the jungles and mountains and has become a shaman in his own right. He has worked with clients who had no hope or prospect for healing.

      This book is a guide that can serve many of us who are looking for new ways to live, to grow, and to heal in ways that are sustainable and in right relationship with nature and with spirit. I trust that it will serve as a compass in your own quest for meaning and health in your life.

      Alberto Villoldo, Ph.D., is a medical anthropologist who has studied the healing practices of Amazonian and Andean shamans. Villoldo directs the Four Winds Society, where he trains individuals in the United States and Europe in the practice of shamanic energy medicine. He is the founder of the Light Body School, which has campuses in New York, California, and Germany, where he trains practitioners in energy medicine. He is the author of several books, including Shaman, Healer, Sage; The Four Insights; Courageous Dreaming; and Power Up Your Brain.

    

  
    
      
        INTRODUCTION
      

      Uniting Shamanic Healing and Western Medicine

      
        Allopathic medicine is a sick-based medicine model. It fails to address the root cause or functional basis of disease. It is treating the smoke, and not the fire.
      

      FRED GROVER JR., M.D., F.A.A.F.P., A.B.I.H.M., A.B.A.A.R.M.

      To help you navigate and get the most of this book the content was divided into five major chapters.

      In this introductory chapter, I argue the inevitable return of the ancient shamanic healing wisdom and the urgent need for shamanic healing and Western medicine to be offered in tandem as a wholesome, healing, and curing solution for our time.

      Chapter 1 invites you to meet my teachers and learn about my personal journey. While chapter 2 attempts to explain what shamanic healing is, who can become a shaman, and other information associated with this.

      Chapter 3 provides step-by-step instructions on many healing teachings, ceremonies, and techniques, such as La Limpia, diagnostic and divination reading, protection techniques, and additional healing tips for you to use.

      And the best, I kept for the last chapter: thirty true and inspiring healing stories, in which the power of miracles, mystery, and ancient know-how changed and healed people’s lives.

      Read on and enjoy.
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      “I have consulted internists, dermatologists, urologists, psychiatrists, and a neurologist regarding the unexplained sensations and associated pains, but no specialist in any of these fields has found any pathology. I believe that I require soul retrieval and an entity extraction.”

      So read the e-mail I received, one of many sent by people from all walks of life and professions who have tried conventional medicine without success. Why is it that Western medicine doesn’t have the answers and proper treatments for these people? How is it happening that they are “miraculously” healed by practitioners who are trained to use ancient shamanic healing tools? Something must be fatally wrong in the approach we take to health care in our society. The man who wrote me that e-mail received his answers and was healed in a session. How?

      Another client wrote, “I don’t know why I came to see you in the first place. Maybe I was desperate. I tried lawyers, counselors, and the ‘normal’ ways. But nothing happened. After each of our sessions something strange happened. After the first one I found pennies everywhere even in places I could not imagine. After the second session I found dimes everywhere, and after the third I found feathers everywhere. Isn’t it strange? I think there is magic in what you do. Or maybe my awareness became wider and larger? Yes, I feel so different.”

      Yes, you could say there is “magic” in traditional shamanic healing. But it only seems like magic in Western society, with its emphasis on rational thinking, scientific proofs, and materialistic consumerism, as we learn to dismiss the metaphysical energy world.

      
        HIT-AND-RUN MEDICINE

        I coined this phrase to describe allopathic medicine because of its sick-based model, profit-minded assembly line, speed-dating-like, impersonal human interactions, and the use of medicine by trial-and-error methods. I sincerely do not fault the individual doctors and their staffs as they are under so much pressure from the corporations and their shareholders. Today, those pressures are rapidly growing with the new capability of digital diagnostic methods and robotic surgery, which may make the work that many of these doctors do obsolete.

        Fifty-nine percent of all Americans (188 million people) are taking prescription drugs daily, as recently reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association, while 15 percent of all Americans take five drugs or more each day. That is astonishing. Isn’t it? Costs and premiums are rising, quality of services are declining. The Anxiety and Depression Association of America notes that 10 percent of Americans are depressed and 18 percent suffer from anxiety. We must and can do better.

        The following and surprising story illustrates this point perfectly. One afternoon as I walked into my optometrist’s office, a man I did not recognize came out to greet me. I was confused. When I finally recognized his sparkling blue eyes under his fashionable glasses, he had to help close my gaping jaws. “What happened to you? You lost half your weight?” I finally asked him as I caught my breath. He laughed out loud.

        “My health was so bad that my doctor wanted to send me for an emergency kidney transplant. I called my brother, who is an alternative doctor. He persuaded me to try a pricy health clinic program in Arizona. I had nothing to lose so I went. On my first day there my assigned doctor asked me to bring all of my medications. I handed him a bag full of thirty-six different prescription medications that I was taking every day. He smiled and threw the bag into the garbage. ‘You will not need them anymore,’ he said. I was shocked and frightened. ‘I’m going to die here,’ I thought to myself. ‘You see that pole in the middle of this yard? Circle it seven times,’ he said. ‘Are you out of your mind?’ I protested. ‘I am 350 pounds. I can hardly walk. I can’t breathe,’ I begged him. ‘Try it,’ he said. So I did.

        “In just a few weeks my high blood pressure became normal. My diabetes was under control and my kidneys were functioning again; I am pain free and walking three to four miles a day. All without even one pill.” He smiled broadly.

        Did your doctor ask you how you are feeling? Where you are from, your emotional state, your lifestyle, your social and cultural beliefs, or what you eat? It’s not his fault. He did not have the time. He was not trained in medical school to show interest in you. You are just a piece of meat with no soul or spirit attached. There are others to attend to, others to bill. Sound familiar?

        Scientific? Not really. Allopathic medicine is based on trial-and-error research. Mostly we know how the body works but not really why. Like my brain scientist friend who asked, “Can you repeat your shamanic journeys three times with the same accurate results?” “No,” I replied, “because each person is different.” Allopathic medicine may cure or merely mask the symptoms in the afflicted organ while creating unwanted toxic side effects in other organs, which often means that still more medications are needed to treat the side effects, as was so nicely demonstrated by my optometrist’s story.

        My friend Ariel told me of an unexpected conversation he had with a high-ranking official in the Ecuadorian government, who is an indigenous Quechua. He told me about his elderly mother who constantly complained about having pains throughout her body. Her shoulders hurt. Her back and legs hurt. She was tired and couldn’t walk well, eat, or sleep. He pulled some strings and arranged for her to visit a well-known doctor in a prestigious hospital. The doctor spent five minutes with her, gave her a prescription, and sent her away. He did not take any interest in her. He did not care who she was. He didn’t ask where she was from or how many children she has.

        Disappointed, she went back to her local shaman in her little town. The shaman greeted her warmly and showed her into his healing room, which was decorated with pictures of saints and candles. Familiar smells of oils and palo santo filled the air. He called her by her name. He hugged her. He asked her about all the aches and pain and emotional troubles she was having. He asked her about her husband, her children, and grandchildren and asked their names. He listened deeply about her life. She felt loved. She felt she could put her trust in him. The shaman massaged her and performed a healing cleansing ceremony. When she left after two hours, she felt well, hopeful, and pain free. Her heart was happy.”

        Is allopathic medicine safer than shamanic healing? Let’s check the statistics. A 2010 Office of Inspector General for Health and Human Services study concluded that mistakes and infections in hospital care contributed to the deaths of 180,000 patients in Medicare alone in a given year. A recent study of hospital patients in general in the Journal of Patient Safety put the numbers much higher: between 210,000 and 440,000 patients each year. Medical errors are the third-leading cause of death in America, behind heart disease and cancer.

        Curious to know why some doctors decided to start practicing shamanic healing, I asked Lewis Mehl-Madrona, M.D., Ph.D., from the Eastern Maine Medical Center and Acadia Hospital in Bangor and associate professor, family medicine, University of New England College of Osteopathic Medicine. Here is what he said:

        Having been a practicing physician in the conventional medical system for forty years now, I can celebrate the successes of conventional medicine, which are largely in the area of trauma. However, our obsession with pharmaceuticals is not as successful as I was led to believe in medical school pharmacology class, especially I have also observed that much that we do, does not work, especially for the common miseries of life.

        Of course, benzodiazepines reduce anxiety, but then the person becomes addicted and tolerant, and the drugs increase their risk for dementia, which is also problematic. The other medications are only a bit better than placebo in most randomized, controlled trials. In my conventional work, I see a succession of people requesting “the right” medicine for their anxiety. Most of them have good reason to worry. They are disadvantaged economically, out of work, in and out of relationship crises, and generally existentially insecure. In their shoes, I would worry, too.

        A traditional, indigenous healer would probably be much more effective for most of these people. Prayer and ceremony would probably help their anxiety more than fluoxetine and all the other drugs we give them.

        This is what today’s world needs as an antidote to the greed of Homo economicus: the wisdom of the indigenous world for collaboration, cooperation, mutual support, and respect for all of life. This is what the world’s traditional, indigenous healers are providing people that conventional medicine is not.

        In a personal correspondence, Fred Grover Jr., M.D., F.A.A.F.P., A.B.I.H.M., A.B.A.A.R.M., assistant clinical professor, family medicine, University of Colorado Denver, had even harsher things to say:

        I turned to shamanic healing because my traditional allopathic medicine training in family medicine seemed insufficient in treating the deeper causes of disease and mental illness. Allopathic medicine is a sick-based medicine model. It fails to address the root cause or functional basis of disease. It is treating the smoke, and not the fire.

        The insurers are interested in providing the least amount of care for their patients to optimize profits back to the CEO and shareholders. Health savings accounts (HSA) offer some hope to cover shamanic healing, but the insurance groups are lobbying to cut HSAs down so that we are forced into the more traditional plans that make them money.

        My passion is prevention and wellness, and I couldn’t do it with Prozac and Lipitor. I have been blessed with being able to travel the world and explore ancient cultures, see shamans at work, and work with energy medicine healers from many disciplines. This has shifted me energetically and spiritually, which has opened the door to treatment beyond the realms of modern medicine. Being willing to boldly explore shamanistic therapies and trusting in the universe has given me insights that may never be revealed to other physicians. Of course I use a comprehensive history and exam, but adding in intuition has given me a higher degree of accuracy in diagnosis and treatment.

        I do hope many will hear their words, and we can move to a more holistic health system.

      

      
        THE FIRST AND LAST BREATH

        There is nothing more telling about the gap between allopathic medicine and shamanic healing than the way they approach the beginning and ending of life. In our intimidating and impersonal hospitals, the pregnant woman is considered sick. She lies in a sterile room and is provided with painkillers to avoid experiencing the pain of birth. According to the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, 32.2 percent of all women choose to do a costly cesarean section under anesthesia. Rarely are family members allowed to be present to support her. Once the baby is out, he is taken away, separated from his mother, and fed with sugar water.

        Indigenous societies celebrate the newborn’s arrival with welcoming ceremonies. On one of my trips to Brazil’s Rio Negro, I learned about one of those welcoming ceremonies. As our riverboat landed in the small port of a tiny town on the river, I spotted a small store selling the native arts and craft of the Waimiri-Atroari. One of the items that caught my eyes was a beautiful brown and white woven hammock made of swita, a special strong river grass. I opened it up, and to my surprise there was a big hole in the middle of it. I asked the young, native attendant why the hammock was made this way.

        “Oh, this is a birthing hammock,” she giggled as she saw my confused face. “When the woman is ready to give birth, her family hangs this hammock between two trees and digs a deep hole in the earth below. The woman sits in the hammock, positioning her vulva over the hammock opening. When the baby comes out, before they clean him up, he is lowered into the hole to be greeted by Mother Earth first. He is then given to his human mother to be breastfed. Then her nutrient-rich placenta is buried in the pit, connecting the two mothers and enriching the earth.” During all of this, a group of women celebrate the arrival of the new member of the community. What a remarkable difference.

        There is also a big difference in how indigenous people deal with death versus modern Western society. In the Uru-e-wau-wau Amazonian tribe tradition according to Ipupiara, my mentor, after a person has passed on, the body is burned on an open fire pit as the family and community watch and pray for a smooth transition into the spirit world. After the body is reduced to ashes, the bones are crushed into a fine powder and put in a big bowl. They mix it with water until it becomes like a soup, and in a ceremonial manner each of the family members in turn ingests a small amount of it. In this way the ancestor becomes an integral part of each of them and continues to live in and through them forever. Imagine, every one of them carries all their ancestors memories for eternity in an unbroken chain. Once the ceremony is complete, it is forbidden to grieve and mention the deceased’s name. Of course Western ways are very different.

      

      
        WESTERN MEDICINE VERSUS SHAMANIC HEALING

        Should we use the gifts of the relatively new technologies of Western medicine? The answer is a resounding yes. There could be great benefits by integrating both technologies and using them in tandem. According to the National Institutes of Health research, almost 40 percent of adult Americans (about 120 million) are regularly using complementary alternative medicine today. They are looking for other options. Searching for healing methods that better support their lifestyles and belief systems to heal not just the body but the mind and the spirit as well.

        A few years ago, by complete chance, I discovered, by standing in front of an ionizing machine (an alternative healing method) that I had three large cancerous tumors sitting on top of my thyroid. This explained why my voice had become hoarse and why I had two Adam’s apples in my neck. I was shocked and desperate. Why me? Why now? What had I done to deserve this? I battled with myself perpetually: Should I resort to shamanic methods and ask my teachers to heal me, or should I go the allopathic route? I strongly believed that I had to walk the walk and be an example to my clients. But my shamanic teachers unequivocally recommended that I immediately undergo surgery and have the tumors removed. And so I did, and I am grateful for my competent surgeon and his latest technology. But it was the shamanic healing ceremony I received prior to the surgery that gave me the emotional peace of mind to go through the procedure and helped me recover faster. Ironically, the cancer I had was caused by external radiation treatment I went through many years ago to cure small acne on my nose.

        If a doctor or healer takes into consideration a patient’s emotional state and cultural and spiritual beliefs, the patient will most likely experience less stress and resistance and will be more ready to accept treatment, thus increasing the chances for a more complete recovery. I have shared this belief with many medical doctors and psychologists who themselves have come to me for treatments and have recommended shamanic healing to their clients.

        Today, with new awareness, many doctors and medical facilities are offering what we call alternative modalities on their premises, such as reiki, reflexology, acupuncture, and more, or recommend it to their clients. Thus the new term integrative medicine has emerged, which takes into account the whole client, his or her lifestyle, belief system, mind, body, and spirit.

        I know of other shamans who will recommend their clients to see a doctor or have a surgery done. I do hope that soon shamanic healing will be offered in the hospitals as one of their treatment options and will someday be covered by health insurance.

        For instance, Ipupiara, a Brazilian shaman, was asked to perform his tradition of shamanic healing ceremonies in a Washington, D.C., cancer hospital. He reported enthusiastically that the bodies of the people he worked on responded better to chemotherapy and recovered faster than those who did not receive his treatment. “Calming and balancing the physical and emotional bodies creates less opposition for the medicine, which allows it to work better,” he told me.

        I myself have had the privilege of holding healing ceremonies for my clients in hospitals where they were receiving treatment or even in hospice care, always in agreement with the care staff. Sometimes the family was present to witness the ceremony. I could see the positive results immediately.

        When I performed a cleansing ceremony for my dying friend Joyce while she lay in her hospital bed, she later felt so relaxed that she did not need the morphine she was using until the next morning. Her mood changed, and the anger and fear she was consumed by were replaced by genuine acceptance of her final journey. It was a gift for her and her anxious family.

        Just a few hours before another client’s major liver transplant surgery in a prestigious hospital in Manhattan, as the head of the ICU department watched the door, I performed a cleansing ceremony for her. This young woman was obviously anxious and in deep panic, as there was a good chance her body would reject the new organ and the surgery would fail. I needed her help, so I suggested we simultaneously connect to our spirit guides during the ceremony. I asked her to connect to her power animal and ask it to bring her to meet the power of Imbabura Mountain, a volcanic mountain in Ecuador, and embody his strength and grounding into her weakening body. At the same time, in the spirit world, I quickly connected to an indigenous island woman whom I had discovered a few days earlier in a separate vision requested by my client’s mother, and the details of which were confirmed by my client. Standing at the entrance of a small house by a small hotel, protected by the early evening darkness and the surrounding trees, this indigenous woman had cursed my client, who had just arrived in Bali with a friend. That curse, spirit said, had brought this horrible liver failure on her quite immediately.

        I pleaded with the long-dark-haired, angry, short woman to release this young girl who laid here in the hospital bed from her horrible curse. She did not relent easily, but I begged her, telling her that my client was the only child of loving parents—just like her own daughter—and that she meant the whole world to them. The girl could not be blamed for the woman’s marital and economic troubles, caused, as she believed, by Western visitors to the island. After a while, I could see her anger cracking and transforming into compassion. She apologized for her misdirected anger. I commended her on her great magical power and asked her to use it for my client’s benefit by sending good healing energy to her before the upcoming operation. I watched that woman making her prayers, moving her hands up and down and forward, far away in Bali, and then she disappeared. At the end of the ceremony I blew my ocarina close to my client’s resting head and she opened her eyes and smiled. “I feel calm and ready for the operation. I’m going to take the mountain with me,” she said. I shared with her my exchange vision with that native woman she knew. “Thank you. I needed that,” she smiled. The operation was a success.

        Contrary to some people’s beliefs, shamanic healing or shamanism is not a spiritual practice in itself. It is a very result-oriented system that uses many tools to induce positive changes in a person’s life. One of the tools used is working directly with spirits. And believe me, if a shaman sees that one tool he uses won’t do the job, he will exchange it in favor of one that does. A shaman’s reputation solely depends on the actual results of his healing work.

        Maybe the difference between these two systems can be described in this way: like a gardener, Western medicine attempts to clear the weeds from the garden by spraying chemicals or nipping the leaves and stems above the surface. The shamanic healer, by contrast, searches for the emotional and spiritual roots of the illness and pulls them out from the ground.

        Poor health, disease, dysfunction, and depression are signs that the client is out of alignment. That explains the experience of many clients of mine who report, after shamanic ceremonial healing sessions, unexpected positive results, such as better, more restful sleep, clearer thinking, feeling more grounded, and improved digestion. They also report being able to stop smoking, find they no longer get migraine headaches, and so much more.

      

      
        IS IT ONLY A PLACEBO EFFECT OR THEATER?

        “Oh, it’s just hocus-pocus or theater—the placebo effect. I’d rather just take a pill and that’s that.” I’ve been told this many times by skeptical people from all walks of life, implying that shamanic healing has no real healing value.

        “What’s wrong with that?” I always reply. A number of double-blind scientific studies have proved again and again that a test group given sugar pills will experience as much pain relief as the group given a pain reliever. So why take a chemical if your own mind can heal your body and emotions? Both the shaman and the Western doctor use a certain amount of theater to gain their clients’ trust and confidence. Think of it: both practitioners wear special attire, set up a special environment that has special ambience, and perform rituals with special tools.

        I believe that the rituals, ceremonies, and storytelling of indigenous shamanic traditions are the foundation and inspiration for what we call theater and are used essentially as a tool for personal and large-scale community healing. I witnessed this firsthand in the Guatemala highlands during the December 21, 2012, completion celebration of the thirteenth baktun—a four-hundred-year period of the Mayan calendar and the beginning of the new calendar’s cycle.

        Don Tómas Calvo, the esteemed K’iche’s spiritual leader—whom I had met a few months earlier in New York City—wished to document these rare ceremonies, which happen every 63,080,082 years. I was asked to be the shamanic consultant for the film crew by my friend Tucker Robbins.

        The elaborate ceremonies were beautifully set in the middle of Chichicastenango’s large town square. It was bracketed on two sides by two old churches—built over an ancient Mayan sun temple in the east and moon temple in the west (as was customary by the Spanish conquerors)—and by many small bodegas selling arts and crafts and local foods. For twenty-four hours, groups of K’iches shamans, children, men, and women who came from throughout the land, dressed in their best traditional colorful ceremonial outfits, shape-shifted and brought to life their twenty naguals (the sacred guardian spirits in animal form such as jaguars, pumas, serpents, dogs, birds, bats, coyotes, etc., who it is believed accompany and guide humans). They shared the universe creation stories and other tribal wisdom. It was one of the most moving events I have ever experienced. I entered a pure, infinite, dreamlike world that transcended the limitations of time and space.

        Quietly and in awe, I stood in the midst of the large multilayered circles of hundreds of locals, along with some tourists. At two in the morning, at the last ceremony before the new baktun began at sunrise, the strong voice of the master of ceremonies came through the loudspeakers as he engaged the audience by narrating their creation story. All the while repetitive hypnotic marimba and xylophone rhythms helped us all enter into a deep trance. Clouds of thick dark smoke covered the entire square, rising to the stars from many multicolored candles and from big copal balls that were put into the five large bonfires, one for each of the four directions and one for the center, which represents our heart. The strong distinctive scent of the copal resin filled the chilly night air and our nostrils. Moving rhythmically in circles, some of the participants offered the bonfires devotional prayers and asked personal questions and for guidance. They stopped, stared into the flames, observing the patterns and colors—flickers of light snaking up to the dark skies—and waited for answers. Others moved from one bonfire to the next to stoke them, breathing life into them. Dancers dressed as the twenty naguals with colorful and imaginative masks brought those entities into life, moving with surprising agility and natural grace from one side of the square to the other as the marimba continued its endless loop. And then it happened. For a few moments time stopped. I found myself losing my grip on the square’s cobblestones and I was ascending, transported into an infinite mystical reality that had no beginning and no end, floating in eternity, connecting to the mystery and matrix of life itself. Somehow I snapped out of it and noticed the silent audience, both young and old, seemed wholly transfixed and immersed in the unfolding saga as they followed the teachings of their calendar, deities, and heritage. Looking at their intense glowing faces, I also sensed that they gained affirmation and pride in their indigenous culture and self-identity. They were recovering and healing from thirty-six years (1960–1996) of brutal civil war, which was supported by the United States, and which was started to protect United Fruit Company lands from being nationalized. Two hundred thousand native peoples were killed as terrorists or guerillas.

        As the sun slowly rose in the east above the town’s cemetery and painted the early morning sky with passionate shades of reds, oranges, and yellows, the ceremony ended. It was time for welcoming the new baktun in a newly built plaza behind the cemetery. I quickly found myself marching with the big crowd, as if someone ordered us down the steep hill. A small group of drummers and musicians were playing their musical instruments loudly in the front, leading the way. Loud “boombas” exploded now and again to let the community know to join the parade. When we reached the bottom of the steep hill we started climbing up again into the cemetery full of multicolored painted tombs. As we passed among the long rows of graves the locals stopped to pay respect to their ancestors. Truly, a mesmerizing collective healing materialized.

        There is plenty of scientific research today that proves without any doubt that the mind, body, and spirit connection is responsible for creating demonstrable physical changes in our physical and emotional bodies on a cellular, DNA, and hormonal level for humans and perhaps for other animals and plants too.

        Both shamanic and theater practices aspire to circumvent our skeptical, cynical, and critical logical mind—our gatekeeper—by creating a sacred nonordinary space and reality in which our physical reality and our belief systems can be challenged and transcended. This is achieved through the creative use of emotional, nonverbal symbols and sensual, engaging narrative. Storytelling can be amplified by special effects, lighting, and enticing decorations and through the voices, songs, and instrumental sounds. In both the main characters are hiding themselves behind animal or human masks or painted faces while wearing special costumes. Doing this enables us to challenge and transcend our limiting physical world and belief systems and enter a time and space where everything is possible. A magical transformation happens and all our senses are enlivened, including that mysterious “sixth sense” of vision and knowing.

      

      
        WHY SHAMANIC HEALING IS RELEVANT TODAY

        I hope when you finish reading this book you will fully understand and even demand that these ancient healing methods should be fully embraced by our Western society and be covered by health providers and insurance companies. You will read more stories like that in the following pages. But first, what is shamanic healing, and how does it work?

        Indigenous people the world over have kept shamanic healing methods and perspectives alive for many thousands of years. Frequently, the carriers of these precious practices struggled to keep them alive, as their cultures and people were being conquered, outlawed, burned, and persecuted by more “technologically advanced” civilizations, which destroyed their temples, sacred places, and heritage. In an effort to preserve that heritage, practices, rituals, and customs were hidden in faraway hard-to-reach corners of Earth and practiced in the thick of night, in the depths of caves, or hidden at the top of remote mountains. These secrets were passed verbally from mother to daughter and from grandfather to grandchild for generations. Within our own Western cultures this wisdom was often hidden and buried in the texts of fairytales and lullabies as well as in religious symbols and rituals. They were also kept as countless superstitious beliefs and grandmother’s tales. In the past few thousand years, the three major monotheistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—forbade them and punished women who practiced them, sometimes by even burning them alive. We owe a debt of tremendous gratitude to all our ancestors who so dutifully carried this wisdom to our modern-day digital generation.

        Shamanic healing returns us to the core principles of healthiness and a balanced life by using the gifts of Earth and those of the spirit world. It brings us in contact with all our senses and develops them, especially the sixth sense, which lets us connect to the unseen world and our intuition. With the proliferation of smart phones and other electronic gadgets, our brain more and more relies on them, making us more dependent and, yes, lazy. I call it “the Big Shutdown of the Senses,” as all the answers and information we are looking for are now easily available through gadgets. We have become less and less observant of and engaged in the world around us. For example, these gadgets “free” us from having to orient ourselves on Earth by the four directions in order to reach our destination: we just follow Waze, Google Maps, or what Siri tells us. We can learn time of the day and the weather by consulting the Internet or an app instead of observing the sky and wind. We don’t have to remember phone numbers, know much math, or memorize history or geography facts. We don’t even have to know how we feel or listen to our bodies; there are apps that do that too. Smart devices create a virtual reality and virtual communities on one small flat screen.

        Shamanic healing returns us to personally experiencing our all-encompassing relationship with the universe and the true reason why we are here. Above all, it makes possible the survival of the human race on this miraculous planet we all share.

        But before we start, here is a courtesy warning: what you are about to read is written from my collected and scattered personal notebooks, from my subjective memory, and from my accumulated and personal work experiences. As I am sure you well know, memories can be very fluid. Two people who take part in the same event describe it in two different ways and from two different points of views. For this reason, I have not included a bibliography, notes, or resources at the end of this book.

        I hope that you will allow yourself to experience my stories with all of your senses. I assume it will require a considerable leap of faith. It is my modest personal journey and life experience, and by all means, I invite you to disagree or even prove me wrong. I am sure some of my teachers would say that they never meant or said this or that, or that I misunderstood what they said. It is possible; it is the nature of shamanism. It is an ever-changing personal journey of each individual shaman, sometimes contradictory, as is the nature of the world itself. Time and time again, my teachers would change the strict explicit instructions they gave me and would instead “improvise,” as the spirit instructed them at a particular moment and under the conditions that were presented to them. One teacher said, “Spirit told me to . . .,” while another told me, “There is no right or wrong; it is in spirit’s hands,” which sometimes left me, of course, puzzled.

        To keep the reading flowing and interesting, I have tried to write the book through adventures and storytelling from which the reader can extract the techniques and teaching. The generous teachings, which I am attempting to share with you, came mainly from my two teachers. Additionally I took some liberty to incorporate my other teachers’ teachings into the stories as well.

        Shamanism has become a mainstream cultural buzzword in recent years. It’s truly everywhere you turn your head to, from hit movies to video and computer games and the music industry. Bookshelves are exploding with new titles for adults and children in the shamanic category. Magazine and newspaper articles abound; even mainstream-media-sensationalizing celebrities seek shamanic healing. Soccer teams and politicians call on shamans to help them win. New forms of shamanism are now popping up everywhere: shamanic yoga, shamanic reiki, shamanic trance dance, shamanic breath work, and shamanic astrology are just a few examples of this trend. Shamanic seminars, teachings, and adventure trips to faraway exotic places are plentiful and growing, and if you search the word shamanism on the Internet, you will see millions of entries. You might ask yourself, “What’s going on here, and why now?” There are many very good reasons.

        The shamanic worldview is an antithesis to our Western industrious, scientific mind culture’s teaching, which celebrates and rewards separateness of the human race and the superiority of the individualist—exemplified by Ayn Rand’s writings—over the well-being of the whole community, vilifying codependency. Worldview that admires scientific brain power and control over nature and weather and of other people, worldview that sees success in accumulation of personal resources, wealth, and property, that values competition and lives in fear of scarcity, worldview that encourage a person to follow orders of governments, corporations, or dogmatic religious teachings.

        Indigenous societies, however, hold the belief that the Great Creator, that great mysterious force that has no form or gender, created all there is for a reason, sometime unbeknown to us. Thus everything in our world is sacred and one and the same. In other words, humans are not superior in nature’s pecking order to other animals or the environment and thus should not have dominion over nature. They believe in interdependency; they believe in living in harmony with nature and sharing Earth’s abundance of resources without private ownership of the land. They believe people should experience and practice as their own spirits direct them.

        My main realization when I first visited the rain forest was that every plant couldn’t grow without its supporting neighboring plants. Every animal serves a unique purpose to the whole ecology of the jungle, just as the jungle has a special relationship to Earth. If you remove a single plant or animal, the whole environment around it collapses. We truly are all interdependent.

        The scientific and technological innovations of the past decades have brought about globalization, which has brought us closer together. Through satellite connections and the World Wide Web, we can reach almost every corner of the world; city and jungle dwellers can meet and exchange information instantly. People deep in jungles or on the tops of high mountains are exposed to Western ideas, music, fashion, and technological innovations.

        We too are now able to comprehend and appreciate indigenous societies’ age-old wisdom, simple practicality, and stewardship of Earth. Within the diversity of their traditions we can find an outline for our own well-being and survival. Recognizing that although we have almost everything we need in our materialistic world, we are missing a deeper connection to our primal roots of the natural world and to our own nature. I believe we are all souls who yearn to be one, to reunite with all of nature again. Additionally, I feel, as many in our society do, an uneasy feeling that many questions about our current life complexities are not being answered by technology, mainstream religions, and institutions, which are failing to address and offer real solutions.

        Interestingly, two trends are happening simultaneously. In the West, since the 1960s, people like Michael Harner, Hank Wesselman, and John Perkins, who were sent by the Peace Corps or their universities into the jungles of South America, Africa, or Asia, have been attracting people with their stories, books, and teachings, including myself. By studying with them, we discover that we can trust the unknown, our own powerful connection to the natural forces, and our ability to interact with those forces, as well as the importance of supportive communities. At the same time, following their ancient prophecies’ teaching of the arrival of new era of collaboration among all people on Earth, many shamans are coming out of hiding. They hear the call to share with us in the Western world their secrets, which have kept those societies alive from beginning of time.

        What can be the benefits of shamanism for you? Spiritual, emotional, and physical healing are common benefits in the shamanic practice. It releases anxiety and stress, eases loneliness, and restores faith and the physical body’s vigor. Shamans view illness as caused by falling out of balance and being separated and disconnected from nature and one’s family and community.

        Shamanism offers its practitioners an alternative way of life, personal empowerment, and a kindhearted community. Shamanism’s nonverbal communication methods seep deeply into one’s soul, activating the primary forces that trigger all of our senses. It helps us get in touch with our own dreams, magic, and mystery. Shamanism is a way to look at what’s going on around us and make sense of it without fear, guilt, or shame. As Lynn Andrews said, “Bring chaos into balance.” It’s a way to live in inner balance and connected to the matrix of life. It’s also an opportunity to create personal and community rituals and ceremonies for each stage of our lives.

        So how can you bring shamanism into your life? You can read a book or an article on the Internet, take part in a workshop, or experience shamanic healing. But most importantly, start by going to the source. Nature. Observe its life cycle and its flow. Learn to revere and celebrate nature and the environment around you. Go outside of your sheltered life. Worship every blade of grass. Find a tree that is “calling” you and hug it. Close your eyes, listen to the birds calling you, and breathe in deeply. Form a connection with the tree. Feel the interconnectedness that flows between you and the entire universe. Feel your body as the tree trunk. Feel your legs turning into roots, deepening into the earth, pulling in nutrition and energy from Earth’s core. Feel your hair becoming the tree leaves and branches fed by the heat of the sun. Feel how you are becoming a bridge between heaven and Earth, between Father Sun and Mother Earth. Feel the connection between you and all other trees. Now, ask the tree a personal question and wait for an answer. I do it often, and I’m always amazed by the wisdom and insights I receive.

        I’m sure that you’ll feel self-conscious doing that, afraid your friends and family might think you are a bit weird, which reminds me of a story my mentor Ipupiara once told me.

        “Every morning my wife and I went to one of Washington, D.C.’s parks to hug a tree, in a simple honoring ceremony. One morning, a young boy of a family that also used to come at the same hour saw us performing our ritual. The boy spontaneously ran toward us and asked me curiously, ‘Uncle, what are you doing, why are you hugging these trees?’

        “With great patience I explained to the boy, ‘You see, trees are living beings too, just like you are. Trees, through their branches and leaves, connect to the sky—the heavens, the sun, the stars—and with Mother Earth. They are holding the world together.’ And I showed him with my hands and my feet. ‘When we hug them we become connected to the whole world, and we don’t feel alone. Each tree has its own personality: some bear fruits; some do not. Some are green all year long, some shed their leaves in the fall, some have deep roots, and some are shallow. Some are tall, some are short, just like people.’ And then I asked him, ‘Do you know that trees can talk to each other through their leaves and roots?’ The boy looked at me with surprise in his big eyes. ‘You can speak to them too, and they will understand and send your prayers. Here, touch this tree. Hug it. Can you feel its energy?’

        “The boy stretched his small arms around the tree and hugged it strongly, and then with a big smile on his face, he nodded his head up and down for yes! Then without saying good-bye he ran to share his experience with his watching family.

        “You wouldn’t believe what happened next,” Ipupiara said with a smirk in his eyes. “A few days later the whole family came toward us. ‘We saw you hugging trees for a few weeks now. Can we participate in your strange ceremony too?’ the father asked. I gladly invited them to choose a personal tree for each one of them. In the following days more people joined in until a few months later, we had a regular group of tree huggers. It was so beautiful.”

        You can agree with me that Ipupiara showed courage and determination. By connecting with nature, following his heart, and feeding his soul through a simple ritual, he created a loving and supportive community of former strangers. That is why ancient shamanism is so relevant today.

      

      
        WHEN WAS SHAMANISM INVENTED?

        No one person can take credit for shamanism; it is the culmination of many traditions and cultures. Shamanic healing has been carried out continuously ever since the beginning of the human race on this planet on every continent. Various people, such as designated healers, men, women, mothers, wives, and even priests, have used it in every community. The proof for its astounding success and resiliency is our own existence today. For all those hundreds of thousands of years of enduring natural disasters and disease, humans did not use aspirin pills, antibiotics, immunization shots, and other modern methods, discoveries that are less then two to three hundred years old. But we still gloriously survived as a species. You can see proof of shamanic healing practices in cave paintings and ancient burial grounds all around the globe.

        Near the beginning of the Renaissance in Italy around 1220, the first medical university opened in Siena. I was fortunate to visit that institution a few years ago while teaching a shamanic seminar in Tuscany and saw how they treated their patients. In the United States, the first hospital was Pennsylvania Hospital, which opened in 1751. Prescription drugs were only invented around 1890 with the introduction first of heroin and then aspirin. Only in the nineteenth century did Western medicine, as we know it today, become the norm. From one perspective, Western medicine is actually the new “alternative” medicine compared to age-old shamanic healing.

        Every culture around the world developed its own unique healing system in conjunction with its climate, geography, mythology, and stories, using special chants and prayers to go with it. They used their own local natural herbs and minerals and worked with animals and spirits. Sometimes even within a community different family traditions developed. But as a whole the shamanic healing principles are consistent. The belief is that everything in the universe is alive and vibrating with conscious energy and that there is an unseen world and seen world that interact with each other. Shamanic healing is about returning the physical body, spirit, and soul back into balance and harmony.

      

      
        KEEPER OF THE FIRE

        Shaman is a relatively new word. It originates with the Tungus people of Eastern Siberia, a nomadic tribe of hunter-gatherers that spread across the taiga’s vast land. In the seventeenth century as the Russian empire reached them, Russians adopted the Tungus word saman (the s pronounced as sh), which described their healers. The word eventually took hold worldwide.

        Shaman may mean “one who sees in the dark” or “miracle worker” or “one who knows.” Other translations are “one who can fly” or “messenger between the worlds.” The definition varies depending on which of the shaman’s abilities are being described—for example, the ability to fly or the shaman’s role as the go-between of the spirit world and our world. There is no exact translation as there is no exact definition of what a shaman is.

        Shaman has become a generic word just as aspirin, originally a Bayer trademark name, is now used to describe all medications with acetylsalicylic acid or google for all searches on the Internet. It is now a universally recognized term to describe all men or women who are employing traditional folk medicine, natural medicine from Earth, or spirit. There are as many names for this vocation as there are tribes and languages, and some cultures have different names for male and female shamans. Using the word shaman for all people who practice this medicine has its benefits, as it has transformed the derogatory connotations many Western cultures and organized religions have stamped on witchcraft and witches, sorcerers, faith healers, and pagans since the Middle Ages in an effort to eradicate ancient spiritual traditions and replace them with the new church doctrines and hegemony. Today, the word shaman is used in the furthest places on Earth, in the Amazon and on the high mountains. Even traditional healers have started to call themselves shamans. Maybe it is a sign we are becoming one small village.

        Some years ago, I was invited to a special healing ceremony held by an elder Tungus shaman in full attire in a New Jersey private house. It was packed with a diverse group of people, mostly Russian speaking. At the end of this remarkable evening, which truly transported me to the shaman’s distant land, I gathered the courage to ask him for the true definition of the word shaman in his language. His translator, an elderly Russian anthropology professor, replied briskly, “The keeper of the fire,” and turned his back on me. I was surprised; I wasn’t expecting to hear that—and also taken aback, wondering if he just wanted to get rid of me. But although this definition was not what I had been told nor had read in many sources, it made a lot of sense and broadened the definition of the shaman—as a person of service, the keeper of the community’s soul and well-being.
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