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July 1994

He sits atop the garbage can, his skin dingy dust-gray as the shirt he’s been wearing for the past four weeks. He chuckles to himself. If you saw only the bottom of his face, you might think he was laughing at some private joke or celebrating whatever passes for good fortune in his world. The eyes give him away; nobody could mistake them for human.

Nobody who was watching, that is. In New York City you turn away from homeless people; you pretend they’re not there and hope they’ll return the favor. Those of us who have lived on the streets know better; we know the angels and devils who live in the subways and alleys, the sad and the mad and those who have been touched by … something else.

People like him. People like me.

This is what demonic possession looks like. The smile becomes a rictus, something you might see in the final stages of lockjaw or rabies. The motions are jerky as the new host tries to acclimate itself to a meat body with all its quirks and shortcomings. First the gaze goes dark and hollow; the aura feels like a husk, like a paralyzed wasp waiting for the larva to break through. Then comes the cold light in the eyes as the parasite takes control.

Is this how it ends for me? I wonder.

Don’t worry, child, Legba whispers in his velvety baritone.

The chuckling turns to muttering obscenities. The demon takes a long swig from the half-pint of vodka at his side, then stares at me. For a couple of seconds I catch his eye; tendrils slither around me. The air smells of reptiles and rot with a sweet undertone, like crack smoke in the dragon’s den. I turn my head away.

I told you, don’t worry, Legba says. Remember what I told you? Legba’s going to show you everything.

The demoniac’s muttering turns to high, shrieking laughter. I walk away, afraid of what I might see reflected in his eyes.

Legba’s going to show you everything.

I nod to the voice in my head and try to believe his promises of sanity. Because I have no other choice, I succeed.

[image: Images] Raven’s Tale

1981—1988

At sixteen, it began, and I didn’t know what to call it.

I had no history of mental illness, including dissociation—no repressed sexual abuse, no repressed anything, really—so I didn’t understand it when my vision would blur, I would feel as if I was falling, and then I would hear through a fog a distant voice speaking to the friend next to me. It was my voice, or at least it came through my vocal cords, but it didn’t sound like me. When I would come back into myself a minute later, they would be staring at me as if I’d grown horns. Once a friend asked me, “How did you know that?”

I didn’t know anything, and I told her. She informed me that I had called her by a name that was known only to herself. I had to come up with some kind of explanation, so I said, “Well, maybe I picked it up from your thoughts. Don’t worry, whatever it was, it’s gone. I don’t remember it. It went right through me.” Apparently I also told her to do something, but she didn’t say what, and I didn’t ask. Even then, I knew that hearing these things was not for me.

But I also knew that I hadn’t picked up anything from her thoughts. That was a hastily crafted lie, spoken for both our comfort. That hadn’t been me who had said those things, and I had no idea what had been spoken. Another presence had moved into my body and shoved me aside, and I could only flounder as it used me and moved on. It occurred about every four to six months, just often enough to make me doubt my sanity.

I wondered if I’d somehow developed multiple personalities, and I searched my head for them—and found nothing. I wrote notes to myself, pleading with myself, telling whoever was in there to at least write something back, but there didn’t seem to be anyone in my head but me. After a while, I decided that this had to be external, because it felt so very … inhuman. It felt bigger than me, much bigger. I was like a cowering child next to these Presences—and yes, there was more than one of them, which seemed even more worrisome.

I started watching them, observing in the moment before I “went away,” psychically “sniffing” the scent when I came back—and I figured out that one of them, anyway, was the goddess who had been talking to me off and on since my childhood. I didn’t know Her name at the time, but I knew that She was a Death, and that She had some kind of a strong connection to me. Nailing down this fact was both a relief and a greater terror—my body was being borrowed by deities, but why? How? And what would this entail?

I joined a local Wiccan coven, but the high priestess was young and unsure of what to do about my situation. At first she told me that it was just “drawing down,” although she’d never heard of it happening spontaneously, not in a circle via a trained high priestess. The other possibility, she said ominously, was that I was being possessed by “lesser creatures.” I was pretty sure this wasn’t the case, although I had no way to prove it. I witnessed her “drawing down” the generic Wiccan goddess soon afterward, and since I have always been able to see auras, I noticed the way that her aura changed … its colors became brighter, more glittery, with a hint of another Presence. Is that what it looks like when it happens to me? I wondered. But I was young and untrained, and they told me that I couldn’t do “high priestess stuff” until I was older and more experienced, so I resigned myself to waiting.

Then a visiting Pagan from another group mentioned Vodou folk, and that they do spirit-possession as a matter of course. My head jerked up, and I felt my high priestess’s eyes on me from across the room. I didn’t know where to go in order to find any Vodou people, and I wasn’t sure that they would even let white folks in, so the information didn’t seem all that useful. However, a week later that visiting Pagan called me up and gave me the contact for an Umbanda house (an Afro-Brazilian group) about an hour away from me. They had a lot of white folks, or so he’d heard; maybe they could do something for me.

At seventeen, I ran away from my parents’ house and began to live on my own, but it was still years before I was able to follow up on that contact and hesitantly introduce myself. How do you say to a group of colorfully dressed strangers, “I think that gods are borrowing my body, and how do I make it stop?” Because it hadn’t stopped; in fact, it had become more frequent. It felt like a violation, and control freak that I was, it frightened and shamed me. To my surprise, the House Mama was entirely sympathetic—this was hardly the first time that someone had come to her with this problem—and she turned me over to her assistants, to be taught the practicalities of god-possession. Drinking salt water, putting cold water on the back of the neck, and non-rhythmic activities could put off possessions for a while. The real issue, though, she cautioned me, was that I had to make proper alliances with the spirits who wanted to ride me. It was the first time that I heard the terms horse and ridden … and discovered that this gift/curse that had chosen me could not be unchosen.

Later that month, I went to a bembe (an Umbanda ceremony) and stood with my back to the wall, shaking, as three people became possessed. I watched their auras, and it was not like what I’d seen happen to my former high priestess—or perhaps it was along the same lines, but far more intense. Their auras simply shrank away to almost nothing, and Something Else blossomed in their place—something with an aura that reached out across the room, bright and powerful like nothing I’d seen in a body before. Although it seemed to center on their dancing, stalking, screaming, or prone forms, it looked more like an anchoring point than anything else. The Presence spun around the centerpoint of their bodies, and looking at it made me shake and twitch even more.

One of them came straight for me: Ogoun, the Hunter. He grabbed me by the arm and spun me out of the crowd, but it wasn’t just as a dance partner. His grip flung me to the floor in front of one of the altars—purple-draped, copper-crowned, set with old-fashioned fans. My forehead touched the edge of the small coffee table, and I was gone. Oya moved into me like a whirlwind, and then there was nothing except flashes of my vision spinning around like a dervish. She taught me something in passing, did Oya, the Lady of storm and wind and the cemetery. This is part of what you are for, she said as she left me.

I learned what I could from the Umbanda house, but while they helped me to understand the phenomenon, and at least no longer doubt my sanity, they could not tell me who the Presences were who moved through me. It would be years before I discovered their names and their motives. In the meantime, the Umbandistas gently shooed me out the door, and I went back to the Neo-Pagan community—or what passed for it at the time—armed with new knowledge explained in no popular Pagan books of the day.
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THIS IS THE WAY THAT THE STORY GOES, according to a friend who claims to have seen it happen: It was the mid-1980s, and they were part of a traditional Wiccan coven. There was going to be a Drawing Down the Moon, that rite in which the Goddess speaks through the female leader of the group. Lately, instead of merely calling the Goddess by her many names, the coven had been calling specific goddesses … Aphrodite for love, Demeter for healing of the Earth. Tonight they were calling Athena to bless them with clear minds and knowledge. As usual for a Gardnerian-style coven, they were skyclad—nude except for their sacred jewelry.

On this night, however, something happened that they did not expect during the chanting of the rite. The priestess suddenly jerked, and then her head came up with a glare that they had never seen in her eyes before. Chills ran down the spines of every man and woman present. The figure in the center of the circle stared down at her body, lifted her head again, and demanded in a compelling and resonant voice, “Why am I naked?!”

She proceeded to tell them what incompetent fools they all were, and how they were completely unworthy of her blessings. Then the priestess collapsed, and the Presence was gone, leaving the coven frozen and unable to speak. Later, some blamed the priestess for deliberately ruining the circle in order to get attention. Others were more certain that the voice that chastised them didn’t belong to her at all. Someone bothered to look up Athena and discover more about her than the brief paragraph that the coven members who had suggested invoking her had absorbed from their high school ancient history class. She found that Athena was never shown in the nude; it would be a great sacrilege to do so. In fact, her statue was regularly dressed in many changes of fine robes, and a new cloak was ritually crafted for her every year by local weavers. A Jungian-archetype Athena—the Cliffs Notes version of a real deity—might not have cared, but the actual Athena had let the coven know exactly how wrong they were.

This situation never happened a second time with this particular coven, as the priestess was fairly traumatized by the event and refused to draw down any more goddesses for some time. The coven broke up soon afterward for other reasons. The incident became something of a legend among the local Wiccan groups, and eventually found its way into the greater Pagan community. Most Pagans didn’t know what to think about the idea of being possessed by a deity, just like that, but for the most part it made them uncomfortable. Possession was something done by evil spirits, like in The Exorcist, right? If they had some knowledge of Afro-Caribbean religious practices, they might associate it with those traditions, but even that seemed rather far-fetched and alien to a modern Western spiritual tradition. There was also the fear of being seen as foolish, or delusional, or manipulative. After all, how could one defend it to the skeptics? It all had the air of the madhouse to Pagans, who prided themselves on being rational people. The actual deliberate practice of spirit-possession for ritual purposes veered between being discouraged and being disbelieved entirely. And so it was pushed aside into oblivion …except that people kept getting possessed, sometimes by entities who claimed to be the gods whom those people claimed to be worshipping.

In the last ten years, spirit-possession as a phenomenon has gained new ground in many places. People are becoming more knowledgeable and informed about the traditional faiths that practice it, such as the African-diaspora religions. Interest in shamanic traditions from all over the world is growing, and seekers find that spirit-possession is an integral part of many (although not all) of those practices. New Age channelers are letting spirits who claim to be ascended spiritual masters speak through their mouths to give general advice to ordinary people. In Neo-Pagan communities—the demographic where educated white Westerners are most likely to be in close quarters with polytheism and animism—possession of willing and unwilling people by ancient gods and goddesses is growing slowly but steadily, sometimes to the dismay of community leaders who are not sure how to handle the phenomenon safely and sensitively.

Roll forward in time, to a Neo-Pagan gathering held in 2004. The drum circle, a regular festival event that consists of a bonfire around which drummers and dancers go at it all night, is in full swing. An attendee who practices Vodou and who is a horse (the Afro-Caribbean term that we will use throughout this book to describe someone whose body regularly hosts gods and/or spirits) comes down to see what this drum circle is all about. She lands next to someone of an entirely different tradition, beating on a shaman-drum. A door is opened, and one of the lwa spirits—Ogou, hunter and warrior and smith—takes her body with a mighty cry. That body goes leaping around the circle, yelling, as Ogou is known to do, until he seizes a woman by the hand and pulls her forcibly into the circle to dance.

The woman is also a Vodou practitioner, although she is from a different part of the country and has never met the dancer whose body Ogou holds. She knows Ogou, though, just as he recognizes her, and smiles with delight. After a minute, the possession ends, and the horse stumbles out of the circle. She is promptly surrounded by a team of well-meaning festival first-aiders who think that they have a bad drug trip, some sort of seizure, or a psychotic break on their hands. They crowd the horse, trying to get her to respond, and generally make her state worse. Other well-meaning people come up after she manages to reassure them, telling her that she really needs therapy, or to get all her dark stuff out by dancing more. The next day, rumors fly that the horse flipped out and attacked a woman in the crowd. The shaman whose drum brought the spirit through her feels vaguely responsible for the turmoil of misunderstanding, but also feels strongly that Ogou wanted to come through, wanted his dance and his moment around the fire. It would have gone much better if there had been a cultural context for such things, not to mention a safety net of people who knew what to do before, during, and after the event.

That’s why we wrote this book. We are both veterans of multiple spiritual communities and religious views, and have both researched the phenomenon independently. Kenaz Filan is a long-term practitioner of Vodou with a ten-year membership in Société la Belle Venus #2, a Vodou temple in Brooklyn, and also has links to the Neo-Pagan community. Raven Kaldera is a Northern Tradition Pagan shaman who spent six months in an Umbanda house many years ago. We are also the horse and the shaman in the story above. The next day we met, talked, and both decided that people need more useful and practical education about possession, rather than more typical stories told from the anthropologist’s distancing eye, watching the “superstitious strangers go through their strange gyrations.”

We are also both horses, and have experienced spirit-possession from both sides, in entirely different cultural contexts, and found many similarities and a few differences. This gives us an admitted bias, for which we will not apologize. This book is written from the perspective of fully and actually believing in the gods and spirits whom we love, respect, serve, and occasionally host in our flesh. While we will try, in these pages, to be as objective as possible, we are unashamed believers in the reality—and sacredness—of ritual possession. This attitude permeates our writing and our lives, and gives us the insider’s view of these happenings. If you’re looking for something in a more skeptical, material-rationalist, isn’t-this-quaint-and-sociologically-interesting vein, this is not the book for you …because that attitude will never give any aid or useful information to people who are really dealing with real spirit-possession in their real lives.

 For the purposes of this book, a possession experience is one in which the subject’s identity is subsumed into that of Someone or Something Else. She or he loses all control over speech and actions for a period of time, during which the other entity takes control of her or him. This can be, but is not always, accompanied by a fugue state where the subject has little or no memory of what transpired during the possession. There may also be physical manifestations of various sorts.

In the pages of this book, we interviewed many people in and out of the Neo-Pagan community who had seen or experienced ritual possession, often as part of planned events. Unless there was good reason to think otherwise, we have assumed that the people quoted herein were being truthful to the best of their ability. If they said “I was possessed,” we’ve generally credited their report as a possession experience. There are times when we suggest that certain passages from poems, legends, or the like describe possession. However, we have tried to avoid redefining the experience of others to fit our theories. Accordingly, we’ve distinguished between primary testimony and speculations thereon.

Allowing spiritual horses to define their possession states would seem to be reasonable enough, yet this definition also comes with its problems. There are innumerable reasons why an individual might falsely claim that she or he was possessed. “Demoniacs” can shriek obscenities at authority figures, discuss the most taboo sexual topics at length, and even physically attack others without being held responsible for their misbehavior. False “channelers” can make large sums of money for dispensing wisdom as Atlantean Masters or Lemurian Priest-Kings. Aspiring religious leaders can gain great power over their devotees by convincing them “it is not I who commands you, it is our deity who commands you through me.” As long as someone receives some form of positive reinforcement, he or she has motivation to fake a possession.

On the other hand, there are many reasons why someone might want to write off genuine possession experiences as fraud. In cultures where spirit-possession is widely accepted, there is frequently keen economic competition between spiritual practitioners. When asked about Priest X’s qualifications, Priestess Y may well say, “He runs around acting like he has the spirits, but he’s just pretending so that he can take your money. You should talk to my spirit instead …” Established religions frequently go to great lengths in order to silence “heretics” and “false prophets.” Their income and power is based largely on their role as intercessors between humanity and the Divine; hence, they have every incentive to discredit those who might usurp that role.

Distinguishing possession from a trance journey, or from an attempt to feign possession for the horse’s own purposes, requires knowledge of the horse’s interior state—and knowing what is going on in someone else’s mind is, of course, a very difficult task indeed. We can examine the behavior of a person who is purportedly possessed, but we cannot know conclusively the motivation for that behavior. Even a horse who believes sincerely that she is possessed could be experiencing a medical crisis, not a spiritual one.

Assuming that we can establish that something is a genuine possession and not playacting or a mental illness, we are then faced with another difficult question: possession by who or what? A dervish sema (whirling ceremony) leads to a loss of identity and a feeling of union with Allah. At a Pentecostal revival, you might see members of the congregation “slain in the spirit” or “filled with my Lord Jesus.” A Yogi in Mumbai or Sonoma might practice Yoga for years until at last they attain Nirvikalpa Samadhi, or absorption into the Atman or Oversoul. Are they experiencing the same thing? Is the St. Philomena who is honored at Our Lady of Grace Church in Mugnano, Italy, the same St. Philomena who possesses devotees at ceremonies in Haiti and Trinidad? And what if two devotees, one in Havana and one in Brooklyn, are simultaneously possessed by an entity that identifies Herself as Oshun?

And, of course, there is the most central question of all: What does the average person who has not been raised in a culture that accepts spirit-possession do when they find themselves suddenly getting regularly possessed … and not by something that acts like a “typical” evil spirit? What does the leader of a Pagan religious group do when one of its members becomes possessed by one of the deities that revere the group?

As you can see, even though we now know what we are talking about, we still need to address the questions of how the possession experience happens, why it occurs, and what to do about it when it happens to you, or to someone around you.
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THE MEANINGS OF “POSSESSION”

When writing a book on possession, one might begin by asking, “What does the word possession mean?” And so we start by consulting the dictionary—or, more precisely, by checking dictionary.com, where we find:

1: the act of having and controlling property [syn: ownership] 2: anything owned or possessed 3: being controlled by passion or the supernatural 4: a mania restricted to one thing or idea [syn: monomania] 5: a territory that is controlled by a ruling state 6: the trait of resolutely controlling your own behavior [syn: self-control, selfpossession, willpower, self-command, self-will] 7: (sport) the act of controlling the ball (or puck); “they took possession of the ball on their own goal line”1

You may think that only the third definition meets our purposes. However, the others also deserve careful consideration. They reinforce that to possess is to have ownership and/or control of something. Possession may last for an instant (as when a football team gains possession of the ball) or it may last for generations (“Our family has held possession of this land since the Revolutionary War” or “Puerto Rico and Guam are United States possessions”). It can involve a thing (“Among my most cherished possessions are my LP collection and my great-aunt’s credenza”) or an emotional state (“Possessed by gambling fever, I lost my life savings at the blackjack table”).

POSSESSION AND THE LAW

Of course, questions of control and ownership can be quite difficult and emotionally charged: as a result, a long tradition of laws and customs connected with possession has risen. Today the law recognizes several varieties of possession. Actual possession, for example, is the direct occupancy, use, or control of real property. If you rent an apartment or lease a car, you have actual possession even though you do not hold the title to the property. The person who owns something is frequently not the person who controls it. Warring parties may argue over the division of property and things in an estate, and possessing stolen items does not make one their rightful owner. If you are delinquent in your obligations to the leaseholder, they can seek to regain control of their property by repossessing it. But if you hold control over the property for an extended period of time and the owner makes no effort to assert his rights, you may be able to assert “squatter’s rights,” or adverse possession. Something may be owned and/or controlled by one person (sole possession) or shared by any number of people (joint possession).

A similar dynamic comes into play when we are discussing the possession experience. The horse’s property—his or her body—is controlled by Something Else. This loss of control can be involuntary—she or he may even call on higher authorities (otherwise known as “exorcists”) to settle the dispute—or it may be a voluntary loss of ego for the benefit of one’s clients or congregation. The possession may be partial: the horse may retain some memory of the proceedings, or she or he may be shunted off to the Cosmic Waiting Room and remember nothing of the trance. In some traditions, an initiation ceremony may prepare the candidate to become a horse.* The spirit is “mounted” or placed within the prospective medium; from that moment onward, it shares ownership of the medium’s body and can use it to speak, move, and work magic.

In other traditions, spirits can be passed on through a genetic or spiritual lineage. After the death of a houngan or mambo (priest or priestess of Vodou, respectively), some or all of the lwa who possessed them may later possess other members of the congregation. (Indeed, one of the reasons for joining a Vodou société is access to its rasin lwa, or “root spirits.”) A Vodouisant (follower of Vodou) who angers or offends his lwa may find that they no longer wish to possess him. To restore their working relationship, she or he will throw fets (parties) on their behalf or make other offerings or sacrifices. Similarly, a lwa who troubles its horse through overly violent possessions or unreasonable demands may be “bound” with new restrictions through the intervention of a skilled priest or priestess.

METAPHYSICS AND DANGERS

Although many agree that possession is dangerous (or, at the very least, something to be avoided), there is considerable disagreement as to just why this is. Some warn solemnly of “demonic oppression” as “Satanic” entities feast on your soul as on a cosmic pizza. Others explain that experimenting with possession will exacerbate your neuroses and lead to full-blown schizophrenia. (“You’ll put out somebody’s EGO with that thing!”) Still others will inform you that possession doesn’t exist, and your experiments will lead only to wasted time and self-delusion.

All these people are using the word possession, but they are defining it quite differently. To understand their objections, we must first determine what they are talking about. In order to make practical use of their data, we must turn to something that may at first appear singularly impractical—metaphysics.

* In Vodou a person possessed by a lwa is said to be a chwal (Kreyol for “horse,” from the French cheval). In Lukumi and other forms of Afro-Cuban spirituality, the person who is being “ridden” by an orisha is called a caballo (horse). Today many spirit-workers in other traditions use the word horse to describe a possessed person.

Speculation about our essential nature and the nature of the world around us evokes smoky French cafés, or maybe cannabis-scented dorm rooms. Navel gazing and contemplation about “reality” is useful only as an amusing diversion, you may think; surely it has little bearing on our daily lives. But when dealing with possession, we should first take some time to determine just what is going to be stepping into our heads and taking control of our bodies. One of the best ways to do that is to explore how others have explained—or failed to explain—this phenomenon.

POSSESSION AS A TOOL OF THE DEVIL


… there was an old Indian who answered them according to their expectations or in accordance with a consultation addressed to him whose evil image was standing there; and it is to be thought that the Devil entered into him and spoke through him as through his minister.

—Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, describing the

medicine men of Hispaniola, 15352



The first Europeans to encounter possession among “primitive” peoples believed in a personal devil, and in witches and sorcerers who paid homage to him and to his minions. They also believed that sometimes these devils would possess people. When they saw tribesmen going to the village healer for potions and fetish items, they assumed the healer was acting as a “sorcerer.” When they saw the healer writhing on the ground or acting in a bizarre fashion, they considered this the inevitable consequence of “devil worship.”

Today this sounds like the worst sort of bigotry, but at the time it was a perfectly logical conclusion. The phenomena these explorers were witnessing could easily be explained within their belief structure. If they had not seen “demoniacs” up close and personal, they were certainly familiar with the symptoms of this condition. The accoutrements that often accompany shamanic practices—drums, wild dancing, genuflecting before idols—would have evoked old wives’ tales of the Witches’ Sabbath. They had no reason to question their conclusions; the evidence in favor of their paradigm was (to them) overwhelming.

If you think that this biased view on possession is held solely by Christians, think again. Vedic Hindus look down on those who have incorporated possession experience into their service of the gods. (One swami has even blamed Kali Ma worship, which often involves possession by the Great Mother, for incest among Guyanese and Trinidadian devotees!3) Greek authorities sought to stamp out the Maenads and their Dionsysian trances as a threat to the social order. In Java, centuries of Islamic rule has nearly wiped out the trance-possession culture that still flourishes on Bali.4

This is not entirely surprising. Leaders generally favor well-defined roles, preferably with themselves at or near the top. Books and sacred scriptures can be carved in stone, printed in authoritative editions, and subjected to Official Interpretation (accept no heretical substitutes). Official ceremonies can be choreographed and scripted: inconvenient or embarrassing beliefs can be deprecated, minimalized, or written out of existence. Religious leaders gain much of their power by acting as intercessors between their congregations and the divine. That office becomes far less important when the rabble can talk with their gods up close and personal.

The gods cannot be so easily censored or controlled. There is a difference between acting as the mouthpiece of the divine and actually being that mouthpiece. Like children, gods frequently blurt out uncomfortable truths. They may not offer unconditional support for the ruling party or the priests; in fact, they may call the leaders on the carpet and castigate them for insufficient devotion. They may not come bearing blessings and promises of future prosperity; indeed, they often come to deliver dire warnings.

 This is not to say that there is nothing to claims of “demonic possession.” Most cultures that encourage positive possessions also speak of negative spiritual entities. (See Harmful Possessions in chapter 11.) A great deal of the practical work connected with preparing a possession ritual involves purifications of the space and the participants (see chapter 9, Sacred Spaces). We should make allowances for the prejudices of these early reporters, but we should also make allowances for our own. Saying “not all possessions are harmful” is not at all the same thing as saying that none is.

POSSESSION AS FRAUD


SHAMANS, noun, masc. plural is the name that the inhabitants of Siberia give to imposters who perform the functions of priests, jugglers, sorcerers, and doctors.

—Denis Diderot, Encyclopédie, 17655



Later, much of that parochial worldview would be jettisoned, as the Renaissance became the Enlightenment and the Age of Faith gave way to a new Age of Reason—and skepticism. Anticlerical feelings abounded, as people sought to break the shackles of superstition. Wracked by Catholic and Protestant wars as Reformation ran headlong into Counter-Reformation, many Enlightenment-era Europeans cast a jaded eye on all religious belief, so when they encountered possession, they assumed it was fraud, and that the horses were playacting to gain control over their gullible followers. Where earlier observers saw possession experiences as a sign that Non-Christian Religions Are Dangerous, the children of the Enlightenment saw it as evidence that You Can’t Trust Priests.

Few scholars today would dismiss horses as mountebanks or imposters, but that does not mean that they take their claims at face value. They might not say that a shaman is a “con artist”—but they would discuss at length the “social functions” served by their “performance.” They might have once said the horse was faking possession for personal gain, but now they might say that the shaman fakes possession for sociological reasons. The language became less accusatory, but the end result is the same: the possession experience is reduced to an elaborate game of “let’s pretend.”

Attacking from this angle allows the scientist to explore the ways in which a society reacts to possession. It allows us to explore the theology that has developed around possession, or tensions between propossession and anti-possession factions in a society. It allows us to catalog the behaviors associated with the “possession performance.” It also allows us to study possession without recourse to a spiritual realm. Many theorists believe that drama and theater began as possession rituals. There are certainly theatrical aspects to many possessions—and there are actors whose role-playing may at times border on an actual possession experience, and there certainly are people who fake possessions for one reason or another (see chapter 13, Recognizing Fakes and Frauds); even cultures that recognize possession generally recognize the possibility of fraud.

But this fails to address one major problem: In their own language and by their own account, possessed people are not controlling the experience. They do not claim to be “performing” or “play-acting.” Rather, they claim that someone or something else is speaking through them. In reinterpreting their experience to suit our own theories and preconceptions, do we fall into the same trap as the missionaries who redefined other religions as “devil worship”?

Some scholars have been more willing to take their subjects at their word. They accepted claims that horses lost control of their bodies and that they were not consciously speaking or acting when in a possession trance. But because these scholars did not accept the existence of spiritual beings, they had to find some alternate explanation. Instead of accepting the shaman’s belief system, they tried to explain away possession using the language of disease.


 POSSESSION AS ILLNESS


Cases of demoniacal possession correspond to the neurosis of the present day … What are thought to be evil spirits to us are evil wishes, the derivatives of impulses which have been rejected and repressed … We have abandoned the projection of them into the outer world, attributing their origin instead to the inner life of the patient in whom they manifest themselves.

—Sigmund Freud, 19236



Afterward, other scholars tried to explain away possession using the new language of medicine, especially mental health theories. They saw a shaman writhe and dance about madly and assumed that possession was a form of psychosis. They heard priests talking in “spirit language,” which sounded like animal howls and gibberish, and decided possession was like schizophrenia. The explanations were different, but the overriding message remained the same: Possession was the hallmark of a “savage” culture, one that was morally and culturally inferior. As the psychologist T. K. Oesterreich wrote in 1921: “Possession begins to disappear among civilized races as soon as belief in spirits loses its power. From the moment that they cease to entertain seriously the possibility of being possessed, the necessary auto-suggestion is lacking.”7

It is certainly easy to see how a clinician might be confused. Quite a few psychiatric conditions can mimic the symptoms of a possession experience. Schizophrenics will frequently feel as though their ego is shattering or dissolving. Often they will identify their own thoughts as voices coming from outside their bodies. “Word salad”—strings of words, phrases, and sounds thrown together via strange logical connections—can mark both a florid schizophrenic experience and trance possession. Other clinicians pointed to dissociative identity disorder and suggested that the various personalities that spoke through mediums were merely coping strategies.

Yet other observers looked for neurological explanations. When they saw shamans fall to the ground, they assumed that possession was a form of epilepsy. Still others noted the harsh living conditions found in many shamanic cultures, as well as the rigorous initiation and other ordeal rituals, and explained the possession experience as a chemical imbalance. (In northern Eurasia, with its long winter nights, the activities of Siberian shamans were put down to “arctic hysteria,” a supposed mega-version of what modern doctors would call seasonal affective disorder.) Whether brought about by sleep deprivation, ingestion of mind-altering herbs, malnutrition or other stressors, the bizarre behavior associated with trance possession was considered a reasonable effect of natural causes.

There are definitely situations when a clinical and scientific approach can prove useful. Mistaking mental illness for possession (or vice versa) can have catastrophic consequences. Indeed, most possession cultures draw clear distinctions between insanity and possession, but these distinctions can be subtle. Learning the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable behavior can be a Herculean task for any outsider seeking to understand a culture. To further complicate matters, many Victorian and Edwardian gentle scholars defined sanity and insanity by the rules of their own culture. Behavior that would be deviant in a London drawing room or Boston teaching auditorium was equally deviant in a Malaysian village or a Nigerian temple. By this standard, there was no reason to distinguish between possession and mental illness. Both were unacceptable in polite company and hence both were signs of insanity or disease.

Once again, “primitive” people were denied the right to define their own experiences. Their disconcerting alien behavior was placed within a safe and comfortable scientific paradigm for the benefit of scholars and curious onlookers. In defining possession as a disease, we added an unspoken assumption that it could be, and indeed needed to be, cured. Given the right drug, the right diet, or a few sessions with the right therapist, spirit-horses could be “fixed” and become sane, productive, and “normal” members of a proper and “civilized” society.


 SPIRITUALISM:

POSSESSION AS LABORATORY EXPERIMENT

In 1843 Dr. James Stanley Grimes, a professor of jurisprudence at Castleton Medical College, gave a lecture on mesmerism in Poughkeepsie, New York. Introduced by an Austrian doctor named Franz Mesmer (1733–1815), this technique of “magnetic healing” had been repeatedly debunked as fraud by scientific and medical societies in France and elsewhere in Europe. Because these commissions could not explain the trance states that Mesmer was able to invoke, they had declared the whole thing to be chicanery or autosuggestion. But while mesmerism had gone out of fashion on the Continent, it was still the height of fashion in a more rustic America. Still, attendees at Dr. Grimes’s Poughkeepsie lecture might have recalled the skeptics as Grimes failed to mesmerize a seventeen-year-old named Andrew Jackson Davis.

Despite this failure, Davis continued experimenting with mesmerism. A short time later his interest paid off: A local tailor named William Livingston succeeded where Dr. Grimes had failed and successfully put Davis in a mesmeric trance. While so entranced, Davis displayed many of the symptoms and signs that had baffled those scientists. He was able to read from closed books; he was also able to detect illnesses and prescribe treatments. Davis claimed that when he was entranced, the human body became transparent to his spirit eyes; each organ stood out clearly and shone with a special luminosity of its own, this light being greatly diminished in cases of disease.

On the evening of March 6, 1844, Davis was suddenly thrown into a trance by some outside power. This led him to “fly” from his Poughkeepsie home in a semi-trance state: so entranced, he had a lifechanging encounter with two spirits, who identified themselves as the Roman physician Galen (129–ca. 199) and the Swedish scientist, philosopher, and visionary Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772). Galen lectured, Davis on the many ways in which people were violating natural laws; Swedenborg told him, “Thou hast become an appropriate vessel for the influx and perception of truth and wisdom … By thee will a new light appear …”8

From this moment forward, Davis dedicated himself tirelessly to public lectures and classes on spiritualism. While entranced, Davis would offer erudite observations on scientific matters and ancient texts. In 1845 Davis began dictating from trance The Principles of Nature: Her Divine Revelations and A Voice to Mankind; upon its release in 1847, Principles would become one of the most popular works of the decade. Although he had little formal education, Davis would go on to write other bestsellers, such as The Great Harmonia (1852), The Temple: On Diseases of the Brain and Nerves (1871), and Views of Our Heavenly Home (1883), with the aid of spiritual inspiration.

Inspired by his example, and by the “spirit rappings” of the Fox sisters, a generation of Americans became obsessed with Spiritualism and various phenomena. In 1852 Boston trance medium Maria Hayden began an extended tour of Great Britain, and soon the craze that was sweeping America established roots in Europe as well. In France an academic named Hippolyte Léon Denizard Rivail (1804–1869) became fascinated with table-rappings and other phenomena associated with Spiritualist séances. Working with trance mediums and Spiritualists, he compiled (under the pseudonym Allan Kardec) a number of channeled works that discussed the spirit world. By the 1880s, millions had declared themselves Spiritualists, and suddenly events that had earlier been studied only by explorers or colonial officials were occurring in middle-class homes.

Spiritualism provided a means for Victorian women to achieve personal and financial independence; a skilled medium could earn a comfortable living—and many, perhaps most, of the most famous mediums were female. With the aid of her spirit guide “Demosthenes,” Victoria C. Woodhull was able to launch a popular magazine (Woodhull and Clafin’s Weekly), open her own brokerage firm (with some help from one of her admirers, Commodore Vanderbilt), and make an 1872 presidential run at a time when women could not vote. Another medium, the beautiful Cora L. V. Hatch, was toasted in an 1857 article as “the intellectual wonder of the age” for the flowery speeches she gave while in a mediumistic trance. Spiritualists also played important roles in other reform movements—Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was a devoted Spiritualist who in 1849 reminded skeptical clergymen that “the Bible distinctly says that there is a class of invisible spirits who minister to the children of men.”9

A few intellectuals took these anomalous events seriously. In 1866 Alfred Russell Wallace, one of England’s most famous naturalists, wrote The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural, a book that discussed Spiritualism in a positive light. The noted physicist Sir Oliver Lodge discussed his experiences with Spiritualism and contacts with his deceased son in Raymond: or, Life and Death (1916). Other devoted Spiritualists were Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and New York Supreme Court Judge John Worth Edmonds, who resigned his position on account of the outcry raised against his beliefs and went on to write several tracts on Spiritualism. Spiritualist and ex-governor of Wisconsin Territory Nathaniel P. Tallmadge wrote that those who doubted Spiritualist claims were “far behind the intelligence of the age [in which] … mesmerism and clairvoyance … are considered by intelligent and scientific men as well established as electricity and magnetism.”10

As time went on, the phenomena associated with Spiritualism became ever more spectacular. Sitting in darkened rooms, clients might feel the touch of “ectoplasmic hands” as the spirits descended; they might hear not rappings but the blowing of “spirit trumpets”; they might find the table at which they sat turning or even levitating. In Buffalo thirteen-year-old Ira Davenport and his fifteen-year-old brother, William, became famous for making musical instruments play while they were securely bound inside their “spirit cabinet.” William Mumler, a Boston engraver married to a trance medium, attracted widespread attention with his 1868 exhibition of “spirit pictures”; other mediums used “direct writing,” placing a pencil stub inside a closed writing slate and allowing the spirit to write without human assistance.

 But while some scholars gave credence to Spiritualism’s claims, many more were skeptical. In 1887 the Seybert Commission on Spiritualism (founded by wealthy Spiritualist Henry Seybert) presented a scathing report on Spiritualism. It found “that as soon as an investigation, worthy of the name begins, all manifestations of Spiritualist power cease” and that Spiritualism “presents the melancholy spectacle of gross fraud, perpetrated upon an uncritical portion of the community.”11 In 1888 the Fox sisters, now impoverished alcoholics, confessed that their séances were fraud and their “spirit knockings” caused by Margaret Fox’s double-jointed big toe. Later, Harry Houdini would expose many other “mediums” as frauds: as a trained magician, he was able to spot sleights-of-hand and parlor tricks that mystified many observers. Soon science began following the lead of T. H. Huxley, who snarled, “If anybody would endow me with the faculty of listening to the chatter of old women and curates in the nearest cathedral town, I should decline the privilege, having better things to do. And if the folk in the spiritual world do not talk more wisely and sensibly than their friends report them to do, I put them in the same category. The only good that I can see in the demonstration of the truth of ‘Spiritualism’ is to furnish an additional argument against suicide. Better live a crossing-sweeper than die and be made to talk twaddle by a ‘medium’ hired at a guinea a séance.”12

After a dismal series of debunkings, it became clear that the legitimate trance-possessions going on in Spiritualism had been outnumbered and overshadowed by overenthusiastic or avaricious frauds, motivated by the public’s need for thrilling entertainment. The entire issue of otherworldly spirits and spirit-possession became stained with the disrepute of table-tappers and fake ectoplasm, and both researchers and the religious quickly distanced themselves from it. There were exceptions—Britain’s Society for Psychical Research, founded in 1882 by a number of Cambridge scientists, is still in operation—but by and large the academic establishment dealt with these strange events by ignoring them … a nonresponse that continues to this day.


 INTO CHANNELING:

SPIRITUALISM MEETS THEOSOPHY

In 1874, a wealthy attorney named Henry S. Olcott arrived at a Chittenden, Vermont, guesthouse. He was hoping to debunk the innkeepers, two purported “mediums” named Horatio and William Eddy, and thereby discredit the burgeoning Spiritualist movement. Olcott spent ten weeks at their unkempt home, examining the place thoroughly and attending séances that featured as many as thirty visible manifestations and which included rappings; the disturbance of material objects from a state of rest; painting in oil and watercolors under influence; prophecy; the speaking of strange tongues; the healing gift, the discernment of spirits; levitation, or the floating of the body in free air; the phenomena of instrument playing and the show of hands; the writing of messages on paper flying in midair, by pencils held by detached hands; psychometry, or the reading of character and view of distant persons upon touching scaled letters; clairvoyance; clairaudience, or the hearing of spirit-voices; and, last, and most miraculous of all, the production of materialized phantom forms, which become visible, tangible, and often audible by all persons present.13

Olcott left disliking the house, the food, the Eddy brothers, and the state of Vermont but convinced that there was no trickery or fraud involved. He also became fast friends with another attendee at the Eddy séances, Madame Blavatsky. While Blavatsky agreed with Olcott that something had happened in Chittenden, and defended the brothers against accusations of fraud, she believed the manifestations were caused by lower astral entities. In 1884 Blavatsky proclaimed, “Occultists do not believe in any communication with the ‘spirits of the deceased’ in the ordinary acceptation of the term, for the simple reason that they know that the spirits of ‘the deceased’ cannot and do not come down and communicate with us.”14

Whereas Spiritualists communicated with departed friends, relatives, and loved ones or with deceased “Spirit Guides” who had come to share their wisdom with those on this side of the veil, Blavatsky claimed her “Masters”—Koot Hoomi and Moorya—were alive and well and sending messages from their home base in Tibet. She scornfully rejected any claims that they were spirit guides, insisting “they are living men, born as we are born, and doomed to die like every other mortal.”15

The confusion was understandable. The Masters spoke with her via telepathy and occasionally by materialized messages that appeared in a dedicated shrine that much resembled a Spiritualist “spirit cabinet.” Critics noted that the handwriting on these materialized messages was nearly identical to Blavatsky’s, and the books they “inspired” Blavatsky to write contained a great deal of plagiarized material. Those skeptics dismissed her as just another phony medium looking to profit from human gullibility; the fact that her fraud involved mind-reading swamis rather than someone’s dearly departed uncle George was of no consequence to them.

Blavatsky’s followers, for their part, had little trouble believing her claims. At the time, mountainous Tibet was accessible only to the hardiest explorers and known largely by rumor and legend. India, under British rule, was better known but hardly more understood than Tibet. While reports abounded of “Hindoo superstition,” “fire walking,” and “fakir marvels,” little solid information about Hinduism or other religions of Asia was available; hence, many Europeans saw Asia as a land of powerful mystics and magicians whose inscrutable wisdom could bend the very fabric of reality and whose magic could traverse time and space.

Theosophy retained a distaste for most communications with the deceased. Two years after Blavatsky’s 1891 death, Theosophist William Q. Judge expressed contempt for “the spook of the spiritualistic seancerooms,” which was nothing but the “astral shell of the deceased—wholly devoid of his or her spirit and conscience,”16 and the mediums who promoted “Worship of the Dead, old-fashioned necromancy, in fact, which was always prohibited by spiritual teachers.”17 Theosophy distinguished itself from necromancy by concentrating not on mere dead spirits, but rather on the spirits of those who had “ascended” to a higher state of being. Unlike the Christian-influenced Spiritualism, Theosophy accepted the reality of reincarnation. They believed the Ascended Masters had spent many incarnations in human form and worked through their karma and physical limitations. They were concerned not with mere trickery like rappings and materializations, but in the global spiritual reawakening and transformation of mankind.

These Ascended Masters would inspire many spin-off movements. Alice Bailey (1880–1949) wrote twenty-four books that she claimed were channeled through her by a Tibetan master named Djwhal Khul. Khul identified himself as a representative of a hierarchy of advanced beings who sought to prepare the way for the “Reappearance of the Christ” and usher in the New Age of Aquarius. Khul-inspired works include Initiation, Human and Solar and A Treatise on Cosmic Fire; many consider them seminal works in the New Age movement. (Khul remains a prolific speaker and writer after Bailey’s passing; some of his contemporary channels are Terri Newlon, Kathlyn Kingdon, Moriah Marston, and Violet Starre). Russian painter and explorer Nicholas Roerich (1874–1947) compiled the teachings of Theosophical Master Moorya as channeled by his wife, Helena (1879–1955), to form Agni Yoga, a movement that enjoys widespread popularity in Russia. Their message combined Bailey’s emphasis on a new age of human evolution with an emphasis on a coming era when there would be no nations and the world would be ruled under the guidance of the masters of Shambhala, a kingdom existing simultaneously in Central Asia and in another dimension and ruled by masters of the Great White Lodge.

In 1930 a Theosophy student named Guy Ballard (1878–1939) encountered the entity Saint-Germain while hiking on California’s Mt. Shasta. Under the pen name Godfré Ray King, Ballard would go on to publish several books detailing his encounters with Saint-Germain, which would serve as the cornerstone of the I AM Movement. Ballard claimed Saint-Germain had pulled gold from the air, tamed a panther, and taken Guy and his wife to a convention of Venusians in the Grand Tetons.18 He also taught the use of a Violet Flame meditation and visualization to transform imperfections into perfections until one attained unification with their “I AM,” or inner Christ-consciousness.

Interest in the Saint-Germain teachings grew throughout the 1930s, but when Guy Ballard (along with his wife, Edna, and son, Donald) was convicted of mail fraud in 1939, the I AM Movement was nearly destroyed. Even after their conviction was overturned, in 1946, the movement never regained its early momentum. Undeterred, SaintGermain followed Djwhal Khul’s lead and began appearing to other scribes and channels. Among the most famous are Mark Prophet (1918–1973) and his wife, Elizabeth Clare Prophet (b. 1939); with the help of Saint-Germain and other Masters, including Buddha, Confucius, and Jesus, they founded the Summit Lighthouse, an umbrella organization covering groups like the Church Universal and Triumphant and Keepers of the Flame Fraternity. The Prophets would receive information from Saint-Germain about his previous incarnations as Merlin, Roger Bacon, Christopher Columbus, and a Roman soldier named Alban. But while the Ascended Masters were making their presence known, a photographer and aspiring insurance salesman in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, was seeking relief from his chronic laryngitis. He would find a cure—and much more—at the hands of a traveling mesmerist.

EDGAR CAYCE: THE SLEEPING PROPHET

In 1901 a hypnotist called Hart the Laugh Man hypnotized the young, virtually mute Edgar Cayce (1877–1945). While in a trance, Cayce was able to speak; unfortunately, he was once again near mute when he awakened. Hart tried a posthypnotic suggestion that Cayce’s recovery would survive his return to normal consciousness, but this proved ineffective. Intrigued, Cayce sought help from a local hypnotist named Al Layne, who hypnotized Cayce and then asked him to describe the condition and the cure.

Cayce announced, “We have the body,” then told the hypnotist that blood circulation was increasing to the affected area. Cayce’s face became flushed with blood and his chest area turned bright red. After twenty minutes Cayce, still in trance, declared the treatment over; he then awakened and was able to speak normally. After a number of follow-up sessions, the cure turned out to be a permanent one. Layne asked the entranced Cayce to describe his health and any potential dangers; he found Cayce’s diagnoses to be accurate and effective. Intrigued, Layne recommended he use his trance abilities to help others, but the deeply religious Cayce was reluctant to do so. Finally he agreed, on the condition that the readings would be free.

Cayce began his readings by lying on his couch with necktie and shoelaces loosened. Within a few minutes he would begin to mumble, then clear his throat and say “Yes, we have the body,” then go into a half-hour discussion of the physical condition of the person who was ill. He soon became famous for the accuracy of his readings, particularly when in 1910 the New York Times Sunday magazine ran an article titled “Illiterate Man Becomes a Doctor When Hypnotized,” and as a result he was sought out by people who wanted to use his psychic skills for worldly affairs like speculation and gambling. Although frequently short on funds, Cayce refused these requests.

Then in 1923, when he was working as a photographer in Selma, Alabama, Cayce accepted a request from a wealthy Ohio printer named Arthur Lammers. Lammers wanted answers to big questions like “What is the meaning of life? What is the real nature of man? What is the meaning of birth and death? Why are we here?”19 Cayce obliged by giving him a life reading—and, while entranced, claimed Lammers had lived a previous life as the Trojan War hero Hector. In other readings he would report that the querent had previously lived in ancient Egypt, in biblical Israel, or in Atlantis before the deluge.20 While entranced he would also speak of Atlantean and Lemurian society, of Christ’s training in India and Tibet, and other things that scandalized the devoutly Christian Cayce upon awakening. (Ultimately, Cayce would decide that these observations were not unbiblical.) Moving to Virginia Beach in 1925, he set up the Association for Research and Enlightenment, where he would continue to dispense trance advice on health and other matters until his death in 1945.

To date many of Cayce’s predictions have failed to come true. The Atlantean Library was not found in 1998, nor did California’s coastline slide off into the ocean in that year, but nobody has yet been able to explain some of his remarkably accurate diagnoses. In one instance, a girl in a faraway city was described to him as being “mad.” He explained that an impacted wisdom tooth was causing her problems; when it was removed, the girl made a swift, full recovery. At other times, he prescribed a long-forgotten or obsolete medicine and then told the patient where he would find it, often in a musty warehouse or in some neglected corner of an old pharmacy.21 But despite their somewhat spotty record, his predictions of “Earth Changes” are what have established his fame and set the groundwork for others interested in the Harmonic Convergence of 1987 and the Mayan end-date of 2012.

JANE ROBERTS

Eighteen years after Cayce’s death, the world would receive still more channeled literature, as a New York writer named Jane Roberts (1929–1984) discovered that her experiments with a Ouija board were more productive than she could ever have hoped. In late 1963, Roberts was working on a book on extrasensory phenomena. As part of that research, she and her husband experimented with a Ouija board. Within a few sessions they had encountered a male presence that identified itself as “Seth.” Seth soon began speaking to Jane in her head, allowing her to dictate the messages instead of using the board. For the next twenty-one years, she would regularly go into a trance and channel Seth while her husband took dictation or recorded her.

Like Theosophy’s Ascended Masters, Seth claimed that he had completed his incarnations on this plane and was currently speaking from a neighboring reality. He espoused many concepts that would become hallmarks of New Age thinking, among them, “When you think in terms, for example, of abundance and plenty, then those thoughts draw to you abundance and plenty as a magnet does.”22 While Roberts would channel other spirits, notably the Impressionist painter Paul Cézanne and the psychologist William James, her Seth books would eventually sell more than seven million copies.

JZ KNIGHT AND RAMTHA

One day in February 1977, a Tacoma, Washington, housewife named JZ Knight was experimenting with a cardboard pyramid in her kitchen. In her own words:


So I put [the pyramid] on my head and started laughing. And I picked it up and there was this glitter at the end of my little kitchen—this glitter, like you would take a handful and turn it loose through a ray of sunshine—and there were these lights happening at the end of my kitchen, and I was just mesmerized. And there appeared this seven-foot-tall entity who was as big as life and the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life. And he had this big beautiful smile on his face. He had long fingers and long hands, black dancing eyes … And he looked at me and he said, “Beloved woman, I am Ramtha the Enlightened One, and I have come to help you over the ditch.” And, well, what would you do? And I didn’t understand that because I am a simple person, so I looked to see if the floor was still underneath the chair. And he said, “It is called the ditch of limitation.” And he said, “I am here, and we are going to do grand work together.”23



For the next two years Ramtha would instruct Knight in leaving her body so he could enter. The Ramtha School describes the process by which Ramtha speaks through Knight:


The form in which he communicates his teachings is through the phenomenon called channeling. In fact, it was Ramtha who made the term known in the late 1970s. … A channel is different from a medium in that the channel is not the intermediary between the consciousness coming through her and the audience. The channel does not remain in a transfixed altered state while channeling; rather she leaves her body completely and allows the consciousness coming through to have full faculty over all her bodily movements and functions. Ramtha, while being channeled through JZ Knight, has the ability to open his eyes, walk, dance, eat and drink, laugh, speak, converse, and teach his students personally. JZ Knight is the only channel he has chosen and uses to deliver his message.24



All that work paid off: Ramtha attracted a number of famous devotees, notably Linda Evans of Dynasty; Shirley MacLaine discussed JZ Knight and Ramtha in her bestseller Out on a Limb. Ramtha books and tapes are still selling well. For her part, Knight has taken forceful steps to ensure her status as Ramtha’s chosen channel; when another channeler, Judith Ravell of Berlin, began delivering messages from Ramtha, Knight called on the Austrian Supreme Court, and after a three-year battle, the court awarded copyright to Knight and ordered Ravell to drop her claim to be in contact with Ramtha and to pay eight hundred dollars in damages for leaving Knight “hanging in spiritual limbo.”25 Since that time, Ramtha has refrained from possessing anyone other than Knight.

AFTER RAMTHA AND SETH

Channeling has become an important part of the New Age movement. The magazine Sedona Journal of Emergence consists exclusively of channeled material. Lee Carroll and Jan Tobler, authors of the 1999 bestseller The Indigo Children, received the material from a channeled entity called Kryon. Extraterrestrials have joined the bandwagon as well; a group of extraterrestrials and “multidimensional spirit beings” from the Pleiades star cluster have contacted various channels. And Neale Donald Walsch had little problem visualizing abundance after channeling you-know-Who for his 1995 Conversations with God, a book that spent 137 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list.

Many skeptics note that most “channeled” literature consists of unverifiable claims, alongside “factual” claims that range from dubious to easily disproven. They also note that most of these channeled messages encourage a bourgeois audience to feel good about their prosperity and claim that the poor and sick have “chosen their own reality” (thereby conveniently relieving listeners of any obligation to help them). Others dismiss channeling as a goofy fad; Doonesbury’s Boopsie, a ditsy California blonde, was regularly possessed by Atlantean warrior Hunk-Ra in a none-too-subtle spoof on JZ Knight. But what if we took the channelers at their word? Let us grant them the same courtesy we give other horses and assume that at least some are possessed by spiritual entities who have some message to deliver, whether or not they are who they claim to be or are as wise as their PR suggests. The idea that prosperous people worship differently from poor, disempowered people might rub some the wrong way, but to be fair, to most ancient cultures it would have been obvious. Much of what we call “Greek mythology” is actually the beliefs and stories told by wealthy Athenians; we know far more about the gods of the pharaohs than those of Egyptian tradesmen, farmers, and laborers; and the Maenads became notorious largely because they enrolled rich men’s wives in their ranks.

It is certain that there are charlatans within the channeling community. (It would be a rare spiritual group that didn’t attract a few!) It is also clear that there are some flaky and insubstantial people whose spirit guides produce reams of dreck, but there are also a large and growing number of people who sincerely believe they are channeling something from beyond, and an even larger number who feel they have attained some benefit from those transmissions. This large audience suggests that some spiritual needs are being met by what some call modern-day oracles and others scorn as contemporary false prophets.

As a practical matter, we have some concern about the attitude many channelers have toward the spirit world. Although there are some beings that are happy to offer oracular advice and wisdom to anyone who asks, there are some that are not so benign. Allowing yourself to open up spiritually to anything that will enter your head and say things that sound enlightening may be a recipe for disaster if you are in a spiritually infected place or if you have some underlying issues. While many people have channeled without harming themselves, we’d advise treating channeling with the caution that should be exercised with any other possession ritual. There is also the issue that Swami Beyondananda, a New Age–spoofing comedian, has succinctly referred to as “just because they’re dead doesn’t mean they’re smart!”

According to many channelers, anybody wanting to be possessed can be so. It’s not a “wild talent” but rather an ability that everybody has and that we will all remember as we advance on the path of transhuman evolution. Like the Theosophists who believed that we all had the potential to be Mahatmas, they believe that we can all be channels. We note, of course, that only a few channelers attract the attention of a spirit guide who can write or speak well enough to garner public attention. Most people can attain some degree in aspecting or shadowing, but not everyone can do a full-on possession or move his or her subconscious out of the way enough to be of use to a supposed Ascended Master, or higher life-form.

ENTER MIRCEA ELIADE

In 1951 the Romanian scholar Mircea Eliade published a book titled Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaïques de l’extase (Shamanism and the Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy). This book described various forms of belief and ritual behavior found in animistic and “archaic” cultures around the world. Many of these bore a remarkable resemblance to the religious practices of Siberian shamans, the native spirit-workers closest to Eliade’s region, and therefore Eliade described these practices as shamanism, a word that has become a generic term for spirit-workers everywhere. But where others had scorned these practices as superstition, fraud, or illness, Eliade made a radical suggestion: These shamans were technicians of the sacred, and their sometimes bizarre behaviors were techniques for attaining ecstasy.

OEBPS/xhtml/images/halftitle.jpg
DRAWING Down
THE SPIRITS





OEBPS/xhtml/images/p10-fig01.jpg
I
MEetapHYSiCS AnD HisTORY

ALong View ofSpirit—PuaJeaaiorx





OEBPS/xhtml/images/title.jpg
Drawinc Down
THE SPIRITS

The Traditions and Techniques
of Spirit Possedaion

Kenaz Fitan
AID
Raven KaLpera






OEBPS/xhtml/images/frontcover.jpg
The Traditions and
Techniquea of Spirit Possession





OEBPS/xhtml/images/inline.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/images/contents.jpg
CONTENTS





OEBPS/xhtml/images/part1.jpg
PART ONE

Tbeﬁ Past





OEBPS/xhtml/images/inline1.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/images/introduction.jpg
InTRODUCTION





OEBPS/xhtml/images/prologue.jpg
Profogue

WiLD HORSES





