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Praise for The Spiritual Practices of the Ninja

Ross Heaven is the Joseph Campbell of our times. He brings street cool to spirituality.

—J. L. SHREEVE
 AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST FOR THE INDEPENDENT,
 THE GUARDIAN, THE FINANCIAL TIMES, AND MAXIM MAGAZINE

Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell meet the Ninja warrior traditions! This is spirituality with attitude—a wide-ranging, sharp psychological analysis of what it really takes to create happiness and freedom for ourselves. This book tells the truth, and because it’s honest, it will help you find your path to power.

—TANIA AHSAN
 EDITOR OF PREDICTION MAGAZINE

Ross Heaven is a spiritual warrior. If you apply the lessons of this book to your life you will find the freedom and happiness you seek.

—HOWARD G. CHARING
 DIRECTOR OF THE EAGLE’S WING CENTRE
 FOR CONTEMPORARY SHAMANISM

Reading this book you can discover the qualities of a true warrior, truthfully presented.

—DAVE COURTNEY, OBE
 AUTHOR OF STOP THE RIDE, I WANT TO GET OFF

I just want to thank you for all your help in getting me to a point where I can accept my true self. I feel so different and see differently. This is where it begins for me!

—JENNY RAYNER
 PUBLISHER OF SPIRITUAL LIFESTYLES MAGAZINE

You have been drawn to this book because life has chosen this moment to reveal something of itself to you. This is an extraordinary book. All that is required of you is your commitment and willingness to become all that you are. You are right on time to read what you are about to read.

—DR. MARK ATKINSON
 AUTHOR AND COMPLEMENTARY HEALTH EXPERT FOR
 GMTV (GOOD MORNING TELEVISION) AND NOW MAGAZINE
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The longest part of the journey is said to be the passing of the gate.

—MARCUS TERENTIUS VARRO
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Believe . . . there’s a change for you and me.

—DAMIEN RICE
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DISCLAIMER

The meditations, exercises, and personal experiences of the author, his students, and clients included in this book are for interest purposes only.

The exercises presented have been tested in many workshops, client healings, and other real-life applications. No harm has ever come to any participant as a result. It is important, however, to act sensibly and responsibly when undertaking any introspective or spiritually challenging work. Your attention is especially drawn to the author’s experiences with the elements—firewalking, breathing under water, the “leap of faith,” and the “burial of the warrior”—and you are advised not to attempt these yourself without expert supervision from someone familiar with and able to teach you these techniques.

Any application of the approaches in this book remains at the reader’s own risk and the authors and publishers disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from their use.
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THE FOUR GATES TO FREEDOM

Do you really want to be free and happy—or are you addicted to your sorrow? A lot of people are addicted and they either don’t know it or don’t know what to do about it. Herein lies the problem: programmed by society to believe that happiness, love, and freedom can only be acquired through power, possessions, and people, men and women have lost the one thing that really matters: themselves. Many, sadly, will never learn the truth of who they are, of “who it is that lives,” beyond the labels given them by the world.

You are not one of these people.

You have been drawn to this book because life has chosen this moment to reveal something of itself to you through the writings of Ross Heaven, its author. You are right on time to read what you are about to read.

The incongruence and tension that results from living a life according to who we think we are, and not the truth of who we really are, is at the heart of our pain and unhappiness. This suffering, which we could also call ignorance of truth, is what you and I, knowingly or unknowingly, desire to be free of. Beyond this ignorance lies the truth, the thing we most need and desire to be reunited with.

This truth—intelligence, consciousness, soul, or spirit—is the goodness, the life, the love, the happiness and peace that we were and wish to be once more.

And there is life’s great paradox. Billions of men and women are searching for the truth outside of themselves and not within. As a person with amnesia might walk out of his house in an attempt to find his house, so we walk out of our truth looking for our truth. This continues until the day of awakening, the day that we start to see the world as it is and not as we think it is. This marks the first sign of our impending freedom.

So . . . are you courageous? Are you willing to let go of the past and face the shadows? Are you ready to descend deep—beyond the mind—into the stillness, the Void from which you arose? A yes or even a maybe is sufficient. You are ready to be free and to meet your guide, Ross Heaven. He will escort you through the Four Gates to Freedom.

Ross has drawn upon his considerable personal experience to create an extraordinary book, one which, I believe, details many of the necessary insights and practical tools that, when lived with our total and conscious participation, will enable us to start living our lives as we choose to live them. All that is required is our commitment and willingness to become all that we are.

I wish you every success.

DR. MARK ATKINSON,
 MBBS, BSC (HONS), FRIPHH, FCMA, BETD, SAC DIP

Dr. Mark Atkinson is the founder of the Whole Body Healing Clinic in London and a pioneer in the fields of holistic medicine, healing, and personal transformation. He is an author and the complementary health expert for Now magazine and Good Morning Television in the United Kingdom.
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IN THE BEGINNING . . .

Legends tell that Mima O was an old man when he arrived on the shores of Japan in 600 B.C.E. His travels, from his homeland of Babylon, had been long and full of adventure. In India he had been revered as a Brahman, and he had gathered many other titles of respect—wise man, holy man, seer, sage—in the lands along his way. It is said that he carried a rosary of seventy-two magical beads, which he used to see the future, and that he was learned in astronomy, astrology, philosophy, medicine, and what would come to be known as psychology, as well as in the warrior arts.

Babylon was one of the most advanced cultures of its time, rivaling Egypt; its people were explorers and seekers of wisdom. There are some, in fact, who believe that the wise men who would later visit Jesus began their journey in Babylon, and that the Magi were members of a secret and ancient society (to which Mima O may also have belonged) with its own rituals, observances, and teachings.

Mima O had traveled enough when he reached Japan, though, so he settled there and began his great life’s work: the crafting of the Amatsu Tatara (“Heaven’s Place”),a a document that was to achieve sacred status as a work of hidden and holy truths. The Amatsu Tatara contained information that only a great master of the arcane arts could know, including methods for communicating with God, sensing the future and altering its course, physical skills such as movement and breathing for health, and mental arts for skillful thinking and the knowledge of truth.

Few people were to see this document, but those who did were changed by it. They say it held answers to life’s enduring questions and had a power of its own. It was not a document that promised its readers fame and wealth or godlike abilities, however; its intention was far more significant and radical than that. It revealed how all people, regardless of status, gender, background, beliefs, or perceived abilities could achieve their two most essential desires, the search for which has always motivated us: freedom and happiness.

The promise of the Amatsu Tatara was that you can have anything you want—including fame, wealth, and godlike abilities if these are what truly make you happy and free. And you can have them all through the exercise of a power that is already within you and simply needs to be “remembered”—discovered and released.

Before Mima O died, he bequeathed the Amatsu Tatara to the safekeeping of the Nakatomi family, one of the leading schools (ryu) of Shinto, the shamanic religion of Japan. Nakatomi Ryu later became Kukishin Ryu and absorbed Taoist, Shugendo, Samurai, and other essentially shamanic, spiritual, and warrior teachings. It is from this school that the wisdom of Mima O was passed down the generations to the Abe, Mononobe, and Otomo families so that history would be preserved, and this knowledge from the land of the Magi could be taught to others. Through these families, the Amatsu Tatara became the foundation for the living arts of the Ninja, the mysterious shadow warriors that history would come to regard as almost superhuman in their physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual abilities—so much so, in fact, that they were believed by some to be tengu, supernatural entities, half human–half crow mountain demons, gods of nature and healing: the “Masters of the Void.”

Legends tell of the Ninja’s ability to bend the laws of nature and control the human mind. They “expounded systems of integrated mind-body awareness, based on personal understanding of the order of the universe,” according to Stephen Hayes, who is the first American to be accepted as a student of Masaaki Hatsumi, the thirty-fourth grandmaster of the Ninja arts.1 They pioneered methods of awareness that were later adopted by Japanese yamabushi (mountain warrior-priests) and the warrior-ascetics of the wilderness (sennin and gyoja), who also became part of the “Ninja Way.”

These arts of the Ninja have been transmitted across the ages from sensei (master teacher) to student in dojos (training temples) that draw their first inspiration and wisdom from the great work of Mima O. In this way, thousands of spiritual warriors and seekers after wisdom have heard the message of the Amatsu Tatara: you can have anything you want.
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WHO WERE THE NINJA?

There is no fixed teaching. All I can provide is an appropriate medicine for a particular ailment.

—BRUCE LEE

When asked to describe Jeet Kune Do, the new fighting style he had developed, Bruce Lee said, “Absorb what is useful; disregard everything else. . . . The art of Jeet Kune Do is simply to simplify. It is being oneself; it is reality in its ‘isness’ . . . freedom in its primary sense, not limited by attachments, confinements, partialization, complexities . . . [it is] a way of life, a movement toward willpower and control . . . enlightened by intuition.”1

Although Lee was describing his own system, his words can serve as an introduction to the Ninja, a people whose very way of life was based on the fluid absorption of all that was useful in order to develop their unique perspective on the world and the means of acting effectively within it. Like Lee, their insights and approach came from their observations of nature, from testing and thus discovering what worked from the various spiritual, psychological, and warrior traditions they encountered, and from their study of human beings and their reactions to life’s circumstances.

Today we have an image of who these Ninja were because they are once again popular in the collective imagination, turning up in blockbuster movies such as Hero, House of Flying Daggers, Crouching Tiger, Elektra, the Kill Bill series, and even Batman Begins! But not much is truly known about them, since they chose secrecy and mystery—invisibility—as part of their warrior strategy. One thing is certain, though—that despite what you might have read or seen in a movie, the Ninja were not black-clad assassins; they were, to quote Jack Hoban, “ordinary people who developed certain skills in order to survive in difficult times.”2a It was these difficult times, in fact, that shaped them and made them what they were.

Jack Hoban is only the third non-Japanese person in the world to attain the level of senior instructor of the Ninja arts. According to him, the Japanese character nin can be interpreted in many ways, all of which have to do with perseverance and endurance. And this is a good way to think of these mysterious figures: as men and women who applied advanced skills of living to persevere and endure in a time when wars were the norm, when harsh levels of taxation were common to fund more of these wars, when people were persecuted for their spiritual and ideological beliefs, and there was a firm injunction to follow the system and not question the authority of those in power. Times very much like today, in fact.

The word Ninjutsu (the Way of the Ninja) is often translated as “the art of stealth” or “the art of invisibility.” The word implies two things: first, the use of stealth to uncover the hidden self so we can discover our inner truth and know what our real purpose is. Second, the skill of remaining true to ourselves but blending so effectively with the prevailing ways of society that we remain almost unseen, leaving no footprints in the sand, while still achieving our purpose.

At the heart of this is self-awareness. The Way of the Ninja is the way of applied psychology and spirituality—that is, applied to the art of effective living. This psychospiritual approach was first mapped out in the Amatsu Tatara, but in a rather obscure form. The secret scrolls contain tenmon (“Heaven things”) and chimon (“Earth things”). The latter—such as how to shoot an arrow straight to its target—are the ones the doctrine most obviously demonstrates; but hidden within this is an entire philosophy of “heaven things,” like how to ensure the mental stillness necessary for this level of accuracy—or, basically, how to get what you want.

It was said that the tenmon could be understood only by a specially trained priest. The harsh living conditions of the Iga and Koga Mountains, however, where the Ninja made their homes, meant that chimon principles were applied every day in order to ensure physical survival. By working with these Earth things, the Ninja naturally absorbed the Heaven things at their core.

As Hoban puts it, “They felt a close connection to the Earth, similar to the Native Americans, and their lifestyle was one lived according to the laws of Nature, not against it. Ninja were very spiritual people, and their beliefs became an integral part of Ninjutsu. . . .

“Another spiritual influence on the Ninja was Mikkyo . . . a method for enhancing personal power. These methods included the use of secret words and symbols to focus their energy and intentions toward specific goals.”3

Also among the influences on the Ninja were the Shugendo methods of survival and self-discovery. To the Ninja, using these ascetic as well as physically, emotionally, and spiritually challenging methods might mean subjecting themselves willingly to the hardships of the harsh mountain weather and barren landscape, for example, so they could learn how to draw strength from the Earth itself. They would walk through fire, stand in the downpour of freezing waterfalls, or hang over cliffs to overcome their fears and connect to the powers of nature. In essence, they practiced the arts of subduing the ego so they could become one with all-there-is, pushing themselves to extremes of personal discovery in order to find their power and leave behind their psychological self-limitations. “The mind must be emancipated from old habits, prejudices, restrictive thought processes and even ordinary thought itself. . . . Scratch away all the dirt your being has accumulated and reveal reality in its isness, or in its suchness, or in its nakedness,” as Bruce Lee wrote of his own system, some twelve hundred years later.4

Ninjutsu is still seen as an inherently Japanese tradition but, in fact, that is not the case. As we have seen, the methods employed by the Ninja originated outside of Japan, many of them stemming from the work of Mima O, who himself had mastered several different disciplines of psychology, spiritual awareness, and mental and physical endurance he encountered during his travels around the world. After the fall of the Tang dynasty in China, many more warriors, philosophers, and spiritual experts arrived in Japan to avoid persecution by the new Chinese rulers, and these newcomers took shelter with the Ninja families, who had always felt themselves to be outside of society and shared a sympathy and common cause with the exiles. Many Ninja were themselves displaced Samurai who had been banished by their rulers after defeats in battle or who realized that warrior slavery was not for them. Ironically, they found comfort and a shared way of life with their once-mortal enemies, the free-thinking and revolutionary Ninja. All of these sources and influences were incorporated into what we now know as Ninjutsu. “Absorb what is useful.”

If we really want to sum up the art of the Ninja, therefore, we could say that it is simply what works, taken from wherever, and that it relies on two fundamentals: Know what you want and Know how to get it.

It is this highly sophisticated model of protopsychology that underpinned the Ninja’s actions in the world. What it amounted to, first and foremost, was know yourself. Find and face your fears so you can find and live your power. Find your own vision for life, and know the reason for your suffering, so you can follow through on your destiny.

This was inner work, initiatory work, and if it meant walking through fire or hanging from a cliff in order to conquer fear and master the self, then so be it. The first requirement of a spiritual warrior was—and is—Do whatever is necessary to live an authentic life. Why? Because half-guided fantasies, half-realized dreams, and half-actions taken will ensure a life only half lived and a potential never realized.
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The Ninja remained in their mist-shrouded mountain sanctuaries for hundreds of years. It was only in 1581 that the military ruler of Japan, General Nobunaga Oda, influenced by the growth and teachings of Christianity, struck against their mysticism and deliberately set out to destroy them. He required the brute force of a massive army to do so, outnumbering the Ninja men, women, and children by more than ten to one, and even then many Ninja survived, scattering themselves widely to avoid tracking and detection, and taking themselves deeper into hiding.

Over the course of these centuries, the practices of the Ninja approached a high art. And yet, Hoban reminds us, “Ninja were not wizards or witches, but ordinary men and women with a unique philosophical viewpoint. . . . Ninpo [the Way of Endurance], or the essence of the Ninja’s outlook, is a physical, emotional, and spiritual method of self-protection from the dangers that confront those on the warrior path to enlightenment.”5

The Ninja were, in fact, people just like us—searching for answers, aware of magnificent powers within themselves, aware of how these powers are so often trammelled and controlled by the systems of the world, but seeking nevertheless to transcend these limitations and be all they could be.

The key to success was the psychospiritual approach of the Ninja and not, as the movies portray, their fighting skills. The psychology of the Ninja—their inner preparation and purification—was the primary factor, because nothing at all can take place in the world without our first having a vision of what it is and what we intend it to achieve. Therefore, if you are studying Ninjutsu or any other martial art, you may find this book of value—but its real worth is in showing you how to apply warrior spirituality for greater effectiveness in the world, whether that amounts to better relationships or to making millions, in your personal assessment of what would make you most happy and free.

Ninja philosophy is entirely correct—and in psychological terms, clinically accurate—when it says that we must face our fears, find our power, apply this with vision, and deal with—rather than suppress—our problems, if we are to be fulfilled individuals. That is the message of this book, and the techniques it includes are geared toward that.

Of course, such a process is not unique to the Ninja; it is an underlying discipline of all warrior traditions. You will find parallels in this book with Toltec philosophy, with the heroic approach of the Celts, and with many other schools of thought. I have not shied away from including these other teachings where they are important to our journey, nor should you. After all, the Ninja themselves absorbed freely what was useful from like-minded traditions they encountered.

Underlying all of this is the truth of the Amatsu Tatara and the Ninja: You can have anything you want—if you apply to your life the principles and processes that you read about here. Just reading about them is not enough; it is their application that counts. That is our route to freedom and happiness.

The point is the doing of them. . . . There is no actor but the action; there is no experiencer but the experience.

—BRUCE LEE
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THE INITIATION INTO BEING: BOLDNESS HAS GENIUS

Beginning the Journey of this Book

Concerning all acts of initiative and creation, there is one elementary rule . . . that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred. . . .

Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.

—GOETHE

Many people see Ninjutsu or Ninpo—the skills of the Ninja—as combat oriented, but in reality the spiritual aspect is never far from the surface. Training emphasizes mental discipline and the exploration of consciousness and human potential. Students learn to channel energy (ki)—the Tao, or life force of the universe—to overcome challenges just as much as they learn physical techniques for defeating an opponent.

Ninjutsu training is an initiation, through levels of skill, into a different order of life, where combat, in fact, becomes an irrelevance. Students absorb energy-raising techniques and special kamae (postures) and tai sabaki (movements) that direct spiritual and mental energies into the body to deal with particular situations. They also learn breathwork (kokyu waza) and other practices that give them access to new realms of power, such as ninshiki waza (sensory training to develop a “sixth sense”), messo or mu (meditation or “no-mind”), mushin (spirit renewal), and menriki (awareness training).

This description may seem esoteric, but the emphasis, in fact, is always on the practical—on experience, encounters, and getting things done—rather than appeals to higher powers, because none of these techniques are actually of much value unless they work. Certainly this was true in the harsh (historical and political, as well as geographic) terrain that the Ninja knew as home. They were, by necessity, a pragmatic people, mystical rather than religious or dogmatic, and central to their philosophy was the understanding that there is no higher power than the actualized human being who is the meeting place of the material and the divine.

As Masaaki Hatsumi, the thirty-fourth Ninja grandmaster wrote: “In every encounter or experience, there is the potential for gaining our enlightenment, the possibility of finding that one missing piece of the puzzle that brings about illumination. It is our own mind that determines the experience.”1 A modern-day writer, Ian McEwan, gets right to the point when he writes, “The actual, not the magical, should be the challenge.”2

The branch of Ninjutsu that deals specifically with mental and spiritual artistry is known as the kuji-kiri. It is the discipline of drawing down energy from the universe and directing it in order to develop our capacity for:

Rin: The knowledge of self and the true nature of being

Kai: Awareness of our motivations (our real purpose or mission) beyond those of our socialization into a particular role or position

Jin: Intuition or greater attunement to ourselves and the world around us

Toh: Insight into our lives and true needs

Pyo: Personal power

Zen: Self-protection through spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental skills and insight through greater awareness (the latter known as zazen)

Sha: The ability to heal ourselves through the release of old behavior patterns that can lead to self-harm and self-limitation as well as damage to others, our environment, and, through unskillful actions, to the world in general

Retsu: Freedom

Sai: Self-actualization through the final realization of a power that is already ours

The kuji-kiri underlies everything we will do in this book, as we focus on the enhancement of spiritual and psychological skills rather than the martial arts of the warriors. The Spiritual Practices of the Ninja is also, however, a book of initiation—the central plank of the Ninja tradition—so let us look first at what initiation means, as this will be key to our work.

Initiation

I have always had a passion for travel, for pushing the envelope, and, by finding myself in the most out-of-the-way places among the most unusual people, for trying to discover what it means to be a human being, alive in this world at this one unique moment in history. What is it that I came here to do, and where should this journey take me next?

As an explorer in this way, I have undertaken initiations myself and met other initiates from many different traditions. The extraordinary thing is that all these initiates have seemed healthier, happier, and more empowered than we Westerners, even those living in third-world countries where poverty, hunger, and social disorder were rife. By Western standards, these people should have been weak and miserable, I guess—but they were not.

Being a therapist and a healer, to me the contrast seemed even more marked. My Western clients come from the richest countries on Earth and often have good jobs and high standards of living. Yet they are desperately unhappy in one way or another. Many of them seek out my help with existential problems of an emotional, mental, or spiritual nature, or, just as often, and more vaguely (because they cannot even put a name to their problem), because they feel “lost” or “stuck.” Those are words I have never heard among initiates in tribal societies. I began to wonder what these people have that we in the West do not.

What it came down to was this: the initiatory process itself. Every initiation offered an intense experience of empowerment and liberation, in the form of ritual challenges and exercises designed to test the initiate’s courage, power, clarity of vision, and what we might call his or her “spirit” or “zest for living.” These four—courage, power, clarity, and zest—are the Four Gates to Freedom that were well known to the Ninja from their own initiations (their walking on fire, their hanging from cliffs), and once the initiates passed through them, they became transformed and better able to take control of their lives.

Since we in the modern world no longer have such initiations, we never have the opportunity to pass through these gateways and so we remain stuck, experiencing only the negative or shadow sides of these four states—not courage but fear; not power but powerlessness; not clarity but confusion; and, in place of a natural zest for living, soul fatigue—a sort of existential boredom or giving up on life. These four shadows are our greatest enemies to love, liberation, and happiness.

The initiations of the Ninja in Japan, as well as those I encountered in other countries, brought every warrior face to face with these enemies. It might be the fear of stepping onto a path of hot coals that the initiate had to walk. It might be the powerlessness an initiate felt when told to do the seemingly impossible, such as to find an underwater cave containing a spiritual treasure of some kind.3 It might be confusion at being told to leap into an abyss with the reassurance that it was okay, he would find he could fly!4 Or the arduousness, loneliness, and exertion of being sent out into the wilderness on a quest for vision or a burial in the earth.a

When I looked at these practices, I saw that the process of initiation was always based on reconnecting the young man or woman with the elements: hot coals (Fire), river caves (Water), the leap into the abyss (Air), and the vision quest or burial ceremony (Earth).

The importance of the elements is reflected in the Ninja concept of the Godai, the five energies that make up all there is and which can be used in our quest for freedom.

Ka is the quality of Fire and corresponds to feelings of vitality, physicality, self-direction, and courage. It is the archetypal energy of the Lover—she who is in love with and passionate about life.b We get in touch with ka through the body.

Sui is the quality of Water and represents flexibility, adaptability, the ability to “go with the flow” and find balance and self-assurance. It is the energy of the Seeker—he who searches for answers and looks for his own source of power. We find our sui through the emotions.

Fu is the quality of Air and relates to wisdom, clarity, personal truth, self-reflection, and self-knowledge. It is the energy of the Magus, the person of vision who has found an individual and authentic way of being in the world. Discovering this within ourselves is the work of the clear and skillful mind.

Chi is the quality of Earth, which is experienced as a sense of stability, groundedness, spiritual maturity, and the capacity for happiness. It is the energy of the Soul Warrior, who is prepared to fight his battles on the field of the spirit to gain mastery of himself, instead of projecting his pain out into the world and creating the very chaos that causes suffering.

Finally, in the Godai, Ku is the place of the Void, the experience of self-actualization, naturalness of being, and attunement to all things, which the warrior will encounter once he has met the other elements and awoken their qualities in himself. It is the place of the Mystic, who has understood his position at the center of all things.

It is said that without initiation and practice, we cannot access these elemental and archetypal energies and so they remain uncontrolled, unused, or unnoticed. They can even work against us, which is the real problem we face. It is only when we draw them into consciousness that they become our allies.

Initiation kick-starts this process by reconnecting us with the power and excitement, the wonder and awe, of being alive. It is this—our newfound ability to appreciate the gifts of life, to face our challenges head on, and to deal with what is (rather than lose ourselves in a fantasy of how we’d like things to be)—that makes us awake, aware, and fully involved in the life we are living. Initiation introduces us to the world as it really is, with all of its beauty and mystery, hardship and hope. It allows us to discover who we are and what we might be capable of, and to prove ourselves as men and women of power.

A World without Meaning

So hungry are we for initiatory rites in a modern world that offers us so few of them that we are inclined to make up our own rituals, sometimes with disastrous consequences. Robert Moore and Douglas Gillette write of the “pseudo-rituals” of our culture, such as the violence and humiliation of inductions into college fraternities or street gangs, which may in some cases involve ritual murder in order for the would-be member to “prove” himself. Another example is the induction into “families” such as the Mafia, where two candidates for membership are taken into the desert and, at gunpoint, dig their own graves. One of them may then be shot and buried—the other, by implication, having “made it,” though the choice is often arbitrary. Death and rebirth are at the heart of many initiatory experiences, though rarely so literally, so brutally, or with so little point.

The result of such toxic rituals is that those who go through them become “skewed, stunted, and false . . . abusive of others, and often of self.”5 This, the authors contend, is at the root of many of our social problems and has created a society that is concerned only with “the struggle for dominance of others.” If we have no rituals to guide us, we can find ourselves lost and without ethics, unsure of what to do apart from trying to steal the power of others, one of the things our Western upbringing has taught us to do well (see Eli’s story in chapter 6).

In a culture where controlled and purposeful initiations, such as those practiced by the Ninja, are lacking, there is little chance for us to gain mastery of our energies because there is no opportunity, challenge, or encouragement to do so. Since these energies are therefore unfocused and undirected, they can all too easily flip into their shadow sides—fear, powerlessness, confusion, and soul fatigue—leading to the problems we face today.c
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