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Chapter I


Introduction


I have been on a profound journey of self-awareness and self-healing over the last eighteen years as I have studied and researched as much as I could about altered states of consciousness (ASCs) and healing. I have been very privileged to experience all of the ASCs discussed in this book. Some of these experiences remain unfathomable to my logical mind; and yet, I have felt the very real benefits on the mental, emotional, and physical levels.


My concept of life has been changed forever. I am no longer sceptical of the inexplicable, however, far from accepting all of these concepts without question, I remain curious about the potential of using ASCs to achieve desired change. I know that in this work I have merely uncovered the ‘tip of the iceberg’ and that this is the beginning of a lifelong quest to uncover more. Based on what I have discovered so far, it appears that as human beings, we have forgotten more than we can remember. We have become so involved with the material world that we have forgotten much of our innate nature, and hence many forms of healing that we can access through ASCs.


I started this journey as a fearful sceptic, someone who was afraid of any form of consciousness other than that which I used on a daily logical basis. I had originally trained in western allopathic medicine to be a podiatrist. However, by the age of 27 I had climbed to the top of my career ladder in this field and I was bored. So I explored other alternatives and by my early thirties had become a Chief Executive in the British National Health Service. To me, at that time, allowing myself to go into trance was akin to giving away my power to someone or even worse, something unknown. I was trapped in a web of reality where only the tangible and knowable was real, and even then, only when it could be scientifically proven.


My initial explorations into ASCs were through hypnosis where my intent had been to prove that this ‘stuff’ would never be able to work with me. I had an iron grip on my conscious mind, and was far removed from my emotional and physical self; yet, something inside prompted me to start this exploration into the unknown, albeit under rather false pretences. I realise now that in order to get me to the point of embarkation, my conscious mind needed to feel safe. Little did I know how this would change my life so dramatically.


The journey so far, has taken eighteen years, and despite all I have learned, I still feel like a novice stepping into a world of the unknown. The more I learn, the more I realise how little I really know. It is my intention that this book, my experiences, and conclusions will help inform others about the benefits of entering into ASCs in order to facilitate their own health and well-being.


Linda Edwards 2012





Chapter II


Understanding Trance and Altered States of Consciousness


Trance is often wrapped up in the mystique of eastern philosophy, and even the occult. It is seen as something mysterious and strange to be avoided at all costs. What many people do not know is that trance or altered states of consciousness (ASC) are naturally occurring states in our everyday existence. Some people have a greater conscious awareness or control over these states, however, despite our lack of awareness most of us will experience a new state every ninety seconds or so.


So what is it about trance or ASC (these terms will be used synonymously throughout this text) that causes so much anxiety and even fear in many people? In my experience, I would say that this fear is based on a lack of knowledge, a fear of the unknown, and a fear of things that appear intangible. This is the point at which I started on my own journey into understanding trance. I was ignorant about anything other than the tangible, ‘provable’ things in life. I thought if you couldn’t physically see it, hear it, feel it or scientifically prove ‘it’ then ‘it’ could not exist. However, my curiosity was piqued as I began to unfold through experience with the ‘non-seeable’ often non-scientifically provable aspects of life. I soon became enthralled and excited about the full potential of life, combining the seen with the unseen. This segment of the paper is an exploration of the question, ‘What is trance?’ It delves into recent research about ASC, and unfolds my own learnings and their impact on my life, and those I have worked with.


What Is Trance?


The advance of quantum physics and the work of neuro scientists over the last few decades are beginning to shine some light on the hitherto dark area of our other than conscious awareness. Trance and altered states of consciousness enable us to access the great repository of our knowing that is other than conscious. A statement frequently used in the scientific community is that 20 per cent of our mind is conscious, and 80 per cent is unconscious, however, this is yet to be proven. Nonetheless, it is evident that in our usual up-time state of consciousness we only have access to a portion of available ‘information’. So, the theory is that by beginning to train ourselves to enter ASCs with volition we are increasing the amount of consciousness available to us.


What Is the Difference between Our Conscious and Unconscious Mind?


The work of brain researcher Benjamin Libet (2004), suggests that the conscious mind will not actually initiate an act, but will select and control the outcome. He states that other research indicates that although the conscious mind has a limited capacity, it excels in context sensitivity, internal consistency and serial processing. (It has been suggested by several scientists that conscious mind overload lies behind a number of psychotic illnesses.) The unconscious mind, on the other hand, is capable of engaging in diverse and highly specialised tasks, which may even be contradictory to one another.


An analogy that clarifies the relationship between the conscious and unconscious aspects of our mind is one of the captain of a ship (Overdurf & Silverthorn, 1994). The conscious mind is the captain, setting the course or direction. Whereas, the unconscious aspect of the mind is like the crew of the ship whose job is to carry out the captain’s orders.


Can We Actually Measure Consciousness in the Brain?


Medical science is now able to measure consciousness as a gauge of the brain’s activity. Currently four levels of brain-wave activity have been defined, each designated a Greek letter: Alpha, Beta, Theta and Delta (Marsolek, 2003). These can be identified and measured by an electroencephalogram (EEG) machine.


Alpha waves: are present in the ‘resting state’ of the brain. This is a passive state where we are relaxed and non-critical. An example of this state is when we are relaxing and listening to music. In this state we are aware of external stimuli.


So-called, ‘Mystical states of consciousness’ occur in this state. They usually occur prior to, and just after falling sleep. This ‘Alpha State’ occurs voluntarily during light hypnosis, meditation, biofeedback, daydreaming, hypnogogic (the transition from waking to sleeping) and hypnopompic (the transition from sleeping to waking) states. These brain waves range from 8 to 13 cycles per second.


Beta waves: are present in our normal waking state of consciousness. About 75 per cent of our waking consciousness is generally occupied with monitoring our body’s physical functions. The remaining 25 per cent is occupied with thinking and planning activities. These brain waves range from 14 to 27 cycles per second.


Theta waves: occur when we are in a state of reverie, a level of consciousness that is open to intuition and inspiration. When we are at this level of consciousness, stimuli are quite often ignored. Theta naturally occurs during light sleep. It is also accessed during biofeedback and meditation. At this level of consciousness, we are usually unaware of our surroundings. These brain waves range from 4 to 8 cycles per second.


Delta Waves: is the lowest level of brain activity. This state usually occurs during deep sleep when we are unreceptive to any stimuli.


These four levels of brain-wave activity have enabled scientists to understand the various components of consciousness.



What Are Altered States of Consciousness?



Medical science and psychology have determined that we experience vast numbers of altered states of consciousness in our everyday life. We often experience daydreaming, meditation, the internal scanning of our inner states, happiness, excitement, depression or sadness, as well as the normal waking state, sleep, and dreaming, and the states in between.


All ASCs are simply deviations from our normal consciousness; however, many people have an impression of trance that is based on their limited knowledge of altered states of consciousness. These are usually based on stage hypnosis or seeing mystics who look as if they are ‘zoned’ out. For several hundred years Western society has distrusted these states and the people practising them. These days such people are often deemed as crack pots or ‘weirdoes’. It is as if even talking about such things is too frightening for most people to even consider. However, this view is beginning to change with an increasing number of neuroscientists, physicists, psychologists, and psychiatrists, other medical doctors, and parapsychologists beginning to understand how these types of phenomena work, and whether or not they have value.


An altered state of consciousness (ASC or trance) is generally defined as any mental state that is perceived by an individual, or an observer, as being significantly different from ‘normal’ waking consciousness. These ASCs may range from ordinary daydreams to encounters of near death experiences (also known as NDEs), or apparently mystical occurrences. From personal experience, we can tell when we are in an ASC when we experience any of the following: marked alterations in our thinking, a distortion of time, apparent loss of control, changes in emotional state, and changes in how we perceive our body either in sensations or our body image and other perceptual distortions.


The following diagram shows some ASCs depicted on two axes, mind expansion or dissociation, and gain or loss of control. (Inge-Heinze, 1984)
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Figure 1: The levels of consciousness demonstrated in ASCs





Charles Tart, (2000) a great proponent of understanding ASC from simple trance states to out of body experiences (OBEs), suggests that our supposed normal consciousness should in fact be called the ‘consensus trance’. The body of knowledge known as NLP (Neuro Linguistic Programming) also supports this point of view, stating that we perceive our reality as a construct of our beliefs and cultural conditioning. Tart further says that at any time we perceive a belief as absolute or unchangeable we are actually in a trance. This may explain why we have so much difficulty in understanding trance and ASC, because we are continually moving in and out of various ASCs. Both advocates and sceptics of the value of these states are often deeply entrenched in their ‘beliefs’, creating a vast schism between two opposing viewpoints. This is something I encounter quite often when these topics somehow slide into social conversations. As a student of trance, and someone who has had many positive experiences of induced ASCs, I am continually amazed at how fearful many sceptics are when I subtly, and sometimes, not so subtly, challenge their beliefs. However, I do believe that there are simple ways to enable people to understand trance to remove their fears.


Neurologists traditionally feel that all that we see, hear, feel and think is created in, or mediated by the brain. Some neurologists are also attempting to determine if there are any neurological origins to spiritual and mystical experiences. In his work, Dr. Andrew Newberg, (2002) has been mapping the brains of meditators in mystical states. He has used radioactive tracers that are pumped into the brain at these specific moments and ‘photographed.’ What he found most noticeable was that the ‘quieter’ areas of the brain really stood out. He states, ‘A bundle of neurons in the superior parietal lobe, toward the top and back of the brain, had gone dark.’ This part of the brain requires sensory input to function and is called the ‘orientation association area’. This area enables us to know where we are in time and space. When our orientation association area quietens down in certain ASCs, we actually lose the distinction between ourselves and the rest of the world. We then perceive everything as self, totally interwoven and connected.


This activity, or lack thereof, shows us how brain function is related to our mental-emotional states. This has stimulated a number of people to ask if this means that the experience of these altered states is mechanical. So, given this, let us consider what would happen if we were able to photograph our brain whilst we were eating a banana. The neurological activity in the brain would not simply negate the reality of the banana. Newberg says, ‘There is no way to determine whether the neurological changes associated with spiritual experience mean that the brain is causing those experiences … or is instead perceiving a spiritual reality.’


In his work dating back to the early 1970s, researcher, Michael Persinger of Laurentian University in Canada (1987), used a device to send a weak magnetic field into people’s heads to influence their temporal lobes. This can be seen to create experiences described as mystical or OBEs. In one of his studies for example, a woman who was experiencing nightly visitations by the ‘holy spirit’, sadly found that these were caused by a clock on her bedside table. The ‘magnetic pulses generated by the clock (were) similar to shapes that evoke electrical seizures in epileptic rats and sensitive humans.’


In another experiment a journalist who had previously experienced a ‘haunting’, reported ‘rushes of fear’ and a visual apparition, which he said was very similar to his original experiences. Persinger suggested that this type of experiment may help researchers to understand the environmental variables that give rise to the original occurrences of this kind of phenomena. He later correlated experiences attributed to Christ and Mary at Marmora, Ontario, Canada, to the location of an open pit magnetite mine that had been filling with water. He was able to identify that the epicentres for local seismic events had also moved closer to the pit. He said, ‘Most of the messages attributed to spiritual beings by “sensitive” individuals occurred one or two days after increased global geomagnetic activity.’ This research would indicate that there could be a potential causal, non-paranormal explanation for some spiritual experiences. Other researchers believe that when areas of the brain, such as the orientation area, become quiet, it is a regression from higher functioning to a more primitive, unthinking, yet aware state.


Laurence O. McKinney author of Neurotheology: Virtual Religion in the 21st Century (1994) writes that the state of ‘selfless perception would be experienced as a state of grace to a religious Westerner, and Samadhi or Satori to a Hindu or a Buddhist.’ However, he then goes on to say that this self-induced state is a ‘lower consciousness, in fact.’ McKinney states that he believes that these occurrences can be positive, that ‘moments of mild ego loss are instructive, not destructive, because they were done purposefully … Every time we repeat thoughtfully something that we love to do, we add to our growing networks of associative energy.’


Neuroscientist Rhawn Joseph raises the question, ‘Are these states a regression to a more primitive functioning that is only beneficial because it’s managed by the “higher” consciousness of normal cognitive functioning?’ Rhawn is author of The Right Brain and the Unconscious: Discovering the Stranger Within (1992). He further questions assumptions such as, ‘Why would the limbic system evolve specialized neurons or neural networks … to experience or hallucinate spirits, angels, and the souls of the living and the departed if these entities had no basis in reality? We can hear because there are sounds that can be perceived and because we evolved specialized brain tissue that analyzes this information. First came sounds, and then later, specialized nerve cells evolved that could analyze vibrations and then later, sounds. Likewise, if there were nothing to contemplate visually we would not have evolved eyes or visual cortex, which analyzes this information. Visual stimuli existed before the neurons that evolved in order to process these signs. Should not the same evolutionary principles apply to the limbic system and religious experience?’


Neurosurgeon, Wilder Penfield’s (1978) research has significantly increased our understanding of the relationship between the brain and the mind. In his work with epileptics, he discovered that since the brain has no pain receptors, he could directly stimulate the brain of a conscious patient. One experiment that he carried out was to stimulate specific spots on the brain. He discovered that by stimulating one specific spot he would cause the person’s arm to move, and when he then stimulated another spot they would suddenly smell lemons. Penfield carried out numerous experiments that showed how specific experiences were located in different areas of the brain. His research, however, failed to show where and indeed if, the mind resided in the brain. He finally concluded that whilst all his experiments had been built on the principle that the brain generates the mind they in fact proved exactly the opposite.


In his recent publication, The Open Focus Brain: Harnessing the Power of Attention to Heal Mind and Body (2007), Dr. Les Fehmi, (a psychologist and neuro feedback researcher from Princeton) talks about the value of subjective experience along with what we know about the physical mechanisms in the brain. He describes an, ‘open focus’ state of awareness, which is signified by synchronous alpha frequencies in the brain. He initially experienced these alpha frequencies for himself thinking he had failed, he states; ‘At the moment of surrender I experienced a deep and profound feeling of disappointment. Fortunately, I surrendered while still connected to my EEG and while still receiving feedback. It was surprising to observe that I now produced five times the amount of alpha than before the act of surrendering.’ After learning how to open his focus and create the alpha waves, he said that he ‘felt more open, lighter, freer, more energetic and spontaneous. A broader perspective ensued which allowed me to experience a more whole and subtle understanding. As the letting go unfolded, I felt more intimate with sensory experience, more intuitive …’


Fehmi found that he could force his brain to stop grasping, and move into open focus by utilizing this imagining space. He experienced this as a huge three-dimensional space, a space of nothingness, total silence, and timelessness. He noted that our attention is expanded and experienced with greater raptness, a sense of presence along with a centred and unified awareness. This is very similar to what meditators report when they quiet the orientation area in their brains. We can experience open focus quite simply ourselves by becoming aware of the space in between the letters on this page while we are attending to the words and the meanings of the words. We can also become aware of the space between us, and the computer screen, whilst at the same time become aware of sounds around us. Then, we let all of that stay with us as we attend to the words, and the meanings of the words, we read.
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Figure 2: Various states of attention, showing where open focus resides.





The diagram depicted above is taken from the work of Les Fehmi. It shows a common attention style in each corner with what he calls the Open Focus State at the centre. This enables equal access to all attention modalities.


Dr Fehmi believes that the way we pay attention is fundamentally important. He has shown that if someone is always in narrow objective focus they will start to experience stress, regardless of the content of their attention. This is also supported by Huna, the spiritual beliefs of the ancient Hawaiians (see section on Huna). Fehmi himself, like many of us in today’s society was persistently in narrow focus. He finally ‘gave up’ on his narrow focus and had a spontaneous breakthrough, finding himself in the open focus state. After studying this way of being, Fehmi now feels that much of the rampant use of drugs and the fascination with meditation and ecstatic and mystical states is in fact, due to Western society’s chronic narrow focus. These ways of living, give the illusion of alleviating the tension of actually being in the chronic and narrow focus of ‘consensus trance’ or consensual reality.


The sense of feeling good that comes when we alter our attention and our consciousness has been shown to relieve many stress symptoms such as chronic pain and insomnia, along with skin and eye disorders. This has been demonstrated in the study of Transcendental Meditation, hypnotic trances and Fehmi’s open focus. People, (including myself) who have been living their lives in ‘narrow focus’ often experience the most profound results. It has also been shown by Fehmi’s work (along with others), that with regular practice most people will experience lasting changes.


Despite the fact that many of these changes are subjective, and hence currently relatively difficult to measure, some studies are showing how the focus of our attention may physically change the brain. For example neuroscientist, Susan Greenfield (2002) has shown how the hippocampi in London taxi drivers were enlarged proportionately to the length of their employment. She suggests that this may be related to their remembering abilities, as they learn more routes for negotiating London traffic. She also noted a similar study where just practising simple five-finger piano exercises for five days enhanced the area of the brain relating to the fingers. Furthermore, and more remarkably, she demonstrated that simply imagining the movements also created a comparable change in the brain, producing a measurable physical change. This adds to the accumulating body of knowledge that is beginning to prove that it is irrelevant whether something is ‘real’ or imagined, because our brain will respond in the same way.


As science is now acquiring the evidence to demonstrate that imagination itself changes the structure in the brain, it becomes more credible that an altered state can generate other paranormal phenomena. This adds further scientific credence to the ability to control pain demonstrated by people in and after hypnosis. This ability is increasingly being acknowledged as a natural, though seldom used, potential of the mind-body connection.


Parapsychologists Russell Targ and Jane Katra (1999), in their work on non-local consciousness and spiritual healing, state that the interconnectedness demonstrated in quantum physics is the explanation for people to be able to have the ability to undertake remote viewing and distant healing. When we do this we are connecting with the experience and ‘knowingness’ of oneness, a state of no separation. The nub of this is that separateness, be it mind and body, time and space, or self and others is nothing more than an illusion (something the mystics have been telling us for millennia). This has lead Targ and Katra to suggest that meditation and other consciousness altering practices may be more psychologically and physiologically powerful than we have hitherto believed. They say, ‘The choice of where we put our attention is ultimately our most powerful freedom. Our choice of attitude and focus affects not only our own perceptions and experiences, but also the experiences and behaviours of others.’


We each go through many trances during our normal waking days, using our attention to alter our awareness, and by becoming aware of this we can all have a sense of how easy it is to shift our consciousness. These experiences may seem totally unlike the altered states seen in a shaman or someone in a hypnotic trance; however, it is simply a matter of degree.


In my experience, once people begin to understand the value of these daily light states of trance they become more open to experiencing other deeper states of consciousness. The deeper levels of trance used by shamans for healing are discussed in more detail later in this work. Suffice to know at this stage that reputable scientists like Edison and Einstein were known to use their abilities to go into natural trance states for creative breakthroughs. Einstein even said that he derived some of his formulae from, ‘psychical entities as more or less clear images’ (1996).


Many people, who regularly practise meditation, hypnosis, and ‘open focus’ report, that they feel more in control of their lives. They often say that accessing these states gives them the ability to loosen the grip that ‘consensus trance’ has on their minds. A century ago William James (James, 2003) said, ‘… the mystical feeling of enlargement, union and emancipation has no specific intellectual content whatsoever of its own … We have no right, therefore, to invoke its prestige as distinctly in favor of any special belief.’


Physiological changes and disturbances can also produce ASCs, these include: hypoglycaemia, either spontaneous or subsequent to fasting (used by many traditional cultures such as when on a Vision Quest); hyperglycaemia (e.g. lethargy following a meal); dehydration (which are often partially responsible for the mental aberrations encountered on the desert or at sea); thyroid and adrenal gland dysfunctions; sleep deprivation; hyperventilation; narcolepsy; temporal lobe seizures (e.g. dreamy states and déja vu phenomena); and auras preceding a migraine or an epileptic seizure. A toxic delirium, which is another form of ASC, may be produced by fever, the ingestion of toxins, or the abrupt withdrawal from addictive drugs, such as alcohol and barbiturates. In addition, ASCs may be induced through the use of plant medicine and our Western everyday pharmaceutical drugs, such as anaesthetics, and the use of psychedelic, narcotic, sedative, and stimulant drugs.


William James (2003) puts this beautifully when he describes the subjective experiences associated with alcohol induced ASCs. ‘One of the charms of drunkenness,’ he writes, ‘unquestionably lies in the deepening sense of reality and truth which is gained therein. In whatever light things may then appear to us, they seem more utterly what they are, more ‘utterly utter’ than when we are sober.’



ASCs in Healing.



Tart (2000) and Hebb (2002) describe the major role that healing through ASCs has played throughout history. The induction of these states has been used in almost every possible conceivable aspect of psychological therapy. For instance, shamans in many parts of the world will often go into trance or possession states in order to diagnose their patients’ illnesses or to gain knowledge about a specific remedy or healing practice. Often, during the actual treatment or healing ceremony, the shaman, may view the production of an ASC in the patient as a crucial prerequisite for healing. There are many instances of healing practices throughout the world, and in different cultures that are specifically designed to take advantage of the suggestibility, increased meaning, tendency for emotional breakthrough, and the feelings of rejuvenation associated with ASCs.


The role of ASCs in treatment is evident through the ages from the early Egyptian and Greek practices of ‘incubation’ in their sleep temples to the current day faith cures at Lourdes and other religious shrines, the healing through prayer and meditation, the various methods of healing through touch, encounters with religious relics, spiritual healing, spirit possession cures, exorcism, mesmeric or magnetic treatment, right through to modern day hypnotherapy.


Both chemical and natural drugs can be used to induce ASCs for the purpose of healing. Other specific effects of ASCs in treatment are the non-specific effects of changes in consciousness in the maintenance of psychic equilibrium and health. For example, sleep and dreaming seem to serve important biological and psychological functions for us. ASC is also associated with sexual orgasm, and acts as a manifestation of many human desires as well as its obvious function in the survival of our species.



ASCs in Acquiring Knowledge.



ASCs are often used in an effort to gain inspiration, or some new knowledge or experience. Using the vehicle of religion, concentrated prayer, passive meditation, mystical and transcendental experiences, and divination states we have been able to open up new realms of possibility, reaffirm our moral values, resolve emotional conflicts, and even enable us to find better ways of functioning in the world. It is also important to recognize that among many indigenous cultures, spirit possession is believed to impart a superhuman knowledge, which could not possibly be gained during waking consciousness.


ASCs seem to enrich our experiences in many other ways, such as: the intense feelings of awe and connection experienced while looking at a majestic mountain scene, or a beautiful sunset; gazing on a phenomenal work of art, or listening to a rapturous piece of music bringing tears to our eyes, as they serve as spectacular sources of creative inspiration. Sudden illumination, problem solving and creative insights are frequent occurrences when we allow ourselves to lapse into ASCs, be they induced trance, sleep, meditation, or even intoxication. I have known several people who claim that they received tremendous insights whilst inebriated, and these insights have been truly helpful in their lives.


ASCs in Social Situations.


This in and of itself is a huge subject; suffice to say I will touch on only a few areas here. When ASCs occur in a group setting they seem to serve both the individual, and the group, and can be seen as an integral part of many cultures.


Spirit possession provides us with an example of the benefits of social ASCs, as its impact and ramifications are considerable. In many indigenous cultures for example the local medicine man or shaman will often call in the spirits to possess him or her to create a healing. This ability gives the shaman his status amongst his people. Similar situations are said to occur in the western world when the Holy Spirit, Jesus or Mary possesses a religious leader or member of the congregation. Such possessions will often allow the possessed person to attain high status within his community, and allows a temporary freedom from his actions and proclamations. This can often be an excuse to act out in a socially acceptable way any aggressive, or even sexual conflicts and desires. The result is a dissipation of tensions and fears, and a new sense of spiritual connection and confidence may emerge.
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