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  What people are saying about




  The Medicine Wheel




  Barry has created a meditation on meaning, a most interesting discourse on the Medicine Wheel tempered with Jung and other interesting philosophers, matching and mixing and extracting clarity and knowledge. I hear Barry as I read, his voice is clear and direct, there is no bull here but challenging discussions on teachings and the real meanings behind them. I have just read his lovely piece on aging, a subject I am deeply involved in through necessity, and I feel encouraged, emboldened and enlivened. It is like that through this book, Barry weaves teachings together from Jung to Winnie the Pooh in a most encompassing and enlightening way, always grounded and useable. A really good read! I heartily recommend this book as a good addition to texts on the Medicine Wheel and the mysteries of life.




  Leo Rutherford, author of The View Through the Medicine Wheel and Principles of Shamanism




  The Medicine Wheel affirms Plotinus’ dictum that ‘the native motion of the soul is circular’: as we move around the Medicine Wheel’s four (or eight) directions, each of which provides a different perspective on ourselves, we approach the four-fold wholeness of the Self so beloved by C.G. Jung. A sensitive and sensible guide to our circumambulation, Barry Goddard offers us telling suggestions and practical advice on how to understand ourselves and to man age life’s waywardness. We trust him because he doesn’t lay down the law so much as let us in on his own tribulations with endearing honesty and refreshing humility. The lessons we feel he has learnt the hard way are passed on unassumingly – even chattily – until they add up almost imperceptibly to more than the sum of their parts: a kind of wise Middle Way which may owe as much to his Buddhist background as to Aristotle’s Golden Mean.




  Patrick Harpur, author of The Philosopher’s Secret Fire andDaimonic Reality




  Barry Goddard has written a book about the Medicine Wheel based on in-depth study, clear insights, and personal experience. The Medicine Wheel teachings guide humans on how to live in a way of wholeness, as a part of the web of life. The teachings are highly relevant today in a world that is changing rapidly. They provide a map that can help people understand themselves and the world in general.




  Chris Luttichau, author of Calling Us Home







  



  
The Medicine Wheel




  Maps of Transformation, Wholeness and Balance










  



  
The Medicine Wheel




  Maps of Transformation, Wholeness and Balance




  Barry Goddard




  [image: image]




  Winchester, UK




  Washington, USA







   



  
[image: image]





  First published by Moon Books, 2022




  Moon Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East Street, Alresford




  Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK




  office@jhpbooks.net




  www.johnhuntpublishing.com




  www.moon-books.net




  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.




  © Barry Goddard 2021




  ISBN: 978 1 78535 967 5




  978 1 78535 968 2 (ebook)




  Library of Congress Control Number: 2021941983




  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.




  The rights of Barry Goddard as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  Design: Stuart Davies




  UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners




  



  We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.










  



  
Preface





  I began writing this book nearly a year into the Covid lockdowns. In the seasons of human activity, the lockdowns were winter, when life withdraws, contemplates itself and eventually emerges again, renewed. The lockdown period constituted compulsory introversion for an extraverted world. A time to reconsider who we are, what we are doing, what gives meaning and value to life.




  Windows like this don’t come very often, and when they do, they change collective humanity – at least, for a while. Things shift on quite a deep level, and it can take some years before we can look back and see the significance. At the time of writing, that re-emergence has not even begun.




  As soon as the lockdowns began, I had an inspiration to run a long, experiential course on the Medicine Wheel. On Zoom. Not the most obvious place to be experiential. But I thought why cannot people build their own Wheels, stay with each direction for a month at a time, and share with others their life from the viewpoint of that direction? I hadn’t taught the Medicine Wheel much before, though I had been around it and inspired by it for many years, and had held back for lack of a practical venue. Suddenly the lockdown solved my problem. The only way was Zoom!




  It worked surprisingly well, and a sense of community built up in the two long courses I ran that year. And I surprised myself by how much I had to say, providing I gave myself the freedom to ad-lib. I view ad-libbing as thoroughly traditional: in the old days you didn’t have courses, you had teachers responding to their pupils in that moment. And that leaves room for the Spirit to say what needs to be said rather than what we, with our limited minds, might have planned.




  Then in early 2021 I thought, well, there is probably enough for a book here. I had wanted to write a book for many years. I had been writing shamanic and astrology blogs since 2006, and all that added up to quite a few books. But I wasn’t ready. There needed to be something central in me that was substantial enough to create a much longer piece of writing. It was not enough just to put together all the shorter pieces. One morning I thought dammit, what are you waiting for, just start writing now, this minute, and see where it goes. And that was how I started, and I find it is a way that works for many things. It was how I began blogging. Stop thinking about it, just start, now! And ignore those impostors, success and failure. What matters is that you bring forth that which is in you to bring forth, as Jesus put it in the Gnostic Gospel of St Thomas. If you do that, he said, it will save you. If you don’t do that, he added, it will destroy you. Spirit is not nice and fluffy. Spirit means business, life means business.




  When I write or talk, my intention is always to stay close to experience. And to do this, you need to know what you are talking about. That is why it has taken me so many years to get to the point of writing a book. I was always aware of the degree to which I actually knew what I was talking about, and the degree to which I was just passing on information from others. There is a place for passing on information, and of course, that is part of what this book is about. But my real intention is to draw you into a deeper contemplation of yourself. By talking about my own experience – which I frequently do – I hope that will move you towards your own experience. I hope this book will give you a fresh perspective on many things, including yourself.




  This book is a product of topics that I have been pondering for many years. I learnt to think originally and practically from a Buddhist teacher I had in my 20s and 30s. My school and university education had not taught me that, which raises questions as to their value. What I try to do is to ascertain the facts and their status, put aside assumptions and any desires for a particular outcome, and apply reason and experience. One of the hardest things can be to put aside what everyone else thinks, because that often presents itself as ‘reality’. But then I find something of my own always appears, that is fresh. I also hope that by watching the way I think (as I watched my teacher in my 20s), you will feel emboldened to find more of your own fresh perspectives.




  People sometimes say to me, in a context of appreciation for what I write, that they do not always agree with me. Well, there is only one thing worse than that, and that is people always agreeing with you. I hope you find points in this book where you do not agree with me. Cherish them, for they are often pathways into our own originality. I am sure there is at least something in this book for everyone to disagree with. But that is what comes with thinking freshly: people will disagree with you, and you know that is going to happen, and it means you have to live your life unconstrained by the need for others’ good opinion. Now that is a true warrior training!




  This book is not an exposition of the Medicine Wheel as a traditional Native American teaching. I am not qualified to do that, and that is maybe just as well, for it has meant I have had to find my own way in. The Medicine Wheel comes from particular peoples, and has different forms, but the principles behind it are universal. It can be adapted locally to, for example, the animals that you know. But we live in a time when more than ever we can see that humanity is one people, with different cultures that we can all share in, and it is in that spirit of universality that I am offering my understanding of the Medicine Wheel.




  ‘Medicine’ means that which will heal. ‘Heal’ comes from ‘whole’. A Wheel too is a symbol of wholeness. The more traditional understanding of the Wheel is that it can help bring us into balance with ourselves and with the world around us. They amount to the same thing. I hope reading this book will help you lead yourself to the centre of the Wheel, the centre of yourself, the point of balance and wholeness.
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  Chapter 1




  Introducing The Wheel




  First Encounters with Shamanism




  I first en countered the idea of the Medicine Wheel in 1997, when I was on a course learning about Shamanic Journeying. One of the guys running the course, Leo Rutherford, also ran a year-long course on the Wheel. I knew nothing about it, but it nevertheless fascinated me, I felt pulled towards it.




  This was at a time when my whole life was changing. I had spent my 20s and 30s involved with Buddhist practice, and had reached a point where it was no longer working. I loved many of the ideas in Buddhism, and along with its various practices, they had shown me that my metaphysical quest, my desire for meaning and personal transformation, was a full-time thing, it was at the centre of who I was.




  Something deep had taken root in me during those yea rs, and it was that same thing that had brought me to this impasse. The Buddhist teacher I had was an original thinker, and it was his ideas, rather than who he was, that attracted me. And as time went on, and I made my own relationship with his ideas, it became increasingly clear to me that he wasn’t very keen on his students thinking outside of his particular box.




  The Natural World is Alive




  Here, in what we call shama nism, was a very different way of looking at the world compared to the particular form of Buddhism that I had been around. I say ‘particular form’ of Buddhism, because at the origin of all spiritual or religious teachings is the same search for what is real, what is of value in this short dream we call life. We simple humans like things to be tangible and certain, it is hard for many of us to live with the elusiveness and subtlety and uncertainty of what is real. As TS Eliot said,






   “Humankind cannot bear very much reality.”







  We identify that metaphysical search with the particular forms it takes in our culture, and even start to think that our forms are ‘better’ than other forms. And those forms get twisted to suit the needs for group control. And then you have religion.




  The Buddhism I was around had the idea of ‘transcendence’ at its core: as with traditional Christianity, this Earth was not a place you really wanted to be. Nirvana, or Heaven, was really where it was at. Shamanism, which can be defined as our modern attempt to replicate the ways of being in the world that one finds amongst early peoples, had the idea that the Earth and the natural world are alive and inspirited. And that we are part of it.




  For me, this idea was intoxicating. It is also a very natural idea, but it is one that we have been increasingly forgetting in the West for the last 2500 years. (See The Dream of the Cosmos by Anne Baring, p99, where the author poi nts the finger firmly at Plato and his over-emphasis on rationality, which was foundational for Western civilisation.) I call it the Great Forgetting.




  I had reached an impasse with Buddhism not just because of the dogmatism of the teacher; it was also because the model of transcendence had made me feel deeply disconnected and out of sorts. This was not just personal to myself, or even particular to the Buddhist group I was with: I also felt out of balance and ill because the culture was out of balance and ill, and had been so for 2500 years.




  Shamanism, with its foundation in the sense of being part of a world that is alive and to be cherished, provided a remedy for myself and, I believe, can do so for the same imbalance in the culture at large.




  
A Note on the Word Shamanism




  Shamanism is used to mean different things, and some people eschew the word altogether. It is a term created by Western anthropologists, from the original Siberian term Saman, initially to describe the religious practices of those areas, and then given a wider application by some. In popular usage in the modern world, it has come broadly to mean our attempts to be inspired by indigenous attitudes to living, and to create our own ways. Some people use the term to refer specifically to practices involving altered states of consciousness and the help from guides in those states. There are sometimes endless arguments on Facebook as to the ‘correct’ meaning of ‘shamanism’. And it is usually people with the more specific definition who argue that theirs is the ‘correct’ usage. Personally, I am happy to move between both ways of using the word. Insisting on a particular definition of a word, particularly in the face of popular usage to the contrary, seems to me to be a kind of fundamentalism.




  There are courses available in what is called ‘core shamanism’, which teaches the work involving altered states. While I have no quibble with the teachings themselves, I think the word ‘core’ is misleading in our common usage of the word shamanism. It suggests that shamanism begins with altered states. It doesn’t. It begins, in my view, with a remembering of our connection to the natural world, the sense that we belong to her and that she takes care of us. Everything flows from that. Anything beyond that – journeying, ceremonies, Medicine Wheels – has that remembering as its basis.




  The Nature of the Medicine Wheel




  The Medicine Wheel, which has its origins in the A mericas (noone knows quite where) encompasses a philosophy, a way of understanding ourselves, whose aim is finding balance both within ourselves, and in relation to the natural world around us. It is simple and practical and elemental, yet has room for the abstract thought that is also part of our relating to life.




  The Medicine Wheel addresses us in our wholeness. It does not divide us into good and bad, spiritual and unspiritual, mind and body, in the way that institutional Christianity and then science have tended to. Furthermore, it is not just about the individual human and their path to wholeness: we are inseparable from the people and the world around us. The human being is primarily relational rather than existing autonomously. This amounts to a fundamental difference in outlook between the modern Westernised world and indigenous societies which are, at bottom, very similar the world over.




  The language of wholeness emphasises the human being as an autonomous individual; the language of finding balance emphasises our relatedness. I think both have their place in our exploration of the Medicine Wheel.




  The Spirit Perspective




  For myself, the two-year period in which I learnt firstly sh amanic journeying and the healing methods that come with that, followed by an exploration of who I was through the lens of the Medicine Wheel, changed my life completely. I didn’t know that this was what was going to happen. And that was because there was something bigger than my everyday self working through me – Spirit, the Unconscious, the Dreamtime – that, I think, knew very well where I was headed. I was, in a sense, being taken care of.




  So much of it was intoxicating for me, it was deeply delicious: the idea that Buddhism didn’t have all the answers, that there were other ways of seeing the world; the idea that the world was alive and that I was part of that; and the idea that our problematic sides, that maybe torment us at 4am while everyone else is asleep, are not to be ‘transcended’ but lived and nurtured and brought into balance: they are ‘the cracks where the light gets in’, the gateways to our soul.




  
Vision Quest




  There was a particular point towards the end of the Medicine Wheel course where we did a short ‘Vision Quest’, a night out on a hillside in mid-Wales, completely remote from everyday life, a place where, given time and intention on our part, the Spirit can speak. This is the East of the Wheel, the element of Fire, that speaks of inspiration and initiation. For me, it was the culmination of three years exploration and practice of shamanism; and within half an hour of being on that hillside, an absolute certainty flooded through me that it was time to formally leave the Buddhist organisation that I had been associated with for 19 years. I had never been so sure of anything in my life, it was like a clear light flooding through me from top to bottom. A visionary moment. I wasted no time putting my decision into action when I got home. And when I thought about this series of events, for some years afterwards, a feeling of ecstasy would go through me.




  Going Round the Wheel




  The Medicine Wheel is a way of exploring who we are through the elements o f Fire, Water, Earth and Air respectively (these elements are common to all Wheels, though their order may vary.) These elements are each associated with one of the four directions: East, South, West and North.




  Over the previous year I had been round the Wheel, beginning with my initial inspiration to attend the course, which is, of course, Fire; then attending to some of the more troubled sides of myself in the element of Water; finding a way of incarnating those sides in the element of Earth; developing a new perspective on my life in the element of Air; and then arriving back at Fire, with an inspiration to change my whole life. And a major new chapter did indeed begin. The Medicine Wheel came in again 15 years later, and helped change my life radically once more, but that is another story (see below My Personal Medicine Wheel.)




  Making Your Own Medicine Wheel




  A Medicine Wheel is ess entially very simple, and that is part of its beauty. All you need are four stones, one for each direction. I suggest you make one as a companion to reading this book. one way is to find somewhere unspoilt and go for a walk, and approach any stones that catch your eye. Spend a few moments with that stone, see if it feels happy to come home with you. If not, see if it wants to be moved – maybe the fairies are wanting bit of help with that, which is why it caught your eye. This may seem fanciful, but we are beginning at the beginning, by relating to rocks as we would to plants and animals – as alive. And nature herself as replete with presences that we humans often do not notice in our busyness.




  Find a place where you can set out these four stones, one for each direction. We are starting with nature and with ceremony, with direct experience, rather than with intellect, which is always the right way. This Wheel will gradually become a place that carries your dreams and your intentions and your self-knowledge and your sense of the sacred, so treat it accordingly. Put it away in a special container if you do not have a permanent place for it, and make sure you go and talk to it from time to time and give thanks to it for supporting your life.




  The Simple and Radical Foundation of the Wheel




  This Wheel, this mandala, is so simple, and yet it co ntains the whole universe, with you at its centre. And it does not describe the universe in the abstract concepts that we are used to in the West – think atoms and dark matter, for example, neither of which anyone has directly seen, but which are fundamental to the modern understanding of the universe. No, think Sun and rain and soil and wind: Fire, Water, Earth and Air. The Wheel brings us back to an understanding of the universe that is immediate to our experience.




  This is radical, because for the last 1000 years knowledge of things-as-they-are has been in the hands of specialists, first the priests and then the scientists. And we have become used to there being just one story, that becomes ‘the truth’. This makes our minds disempowered and rigid, and it is one way that these vast collectives that we are all part of nowadays keep the illusion that everything is under control. It produces a certain kind of psychological stability for many people. But in reality, no-one is in control, and we need to re-learn to hold in our minds contradictory stories about how the universe is






   “without any irritable reaching after fact and reason”







  as the poet Keats put it, using the term ‘negative capability’ to describe this state of mind. We will explore this further when we come to the Air element.




  Origins of the Wheel and Making it Your Own




  For the same reason, there is not just one Medicine Wheel. There are many, that associate different elements with different directions, each with their own set of meanings. I urge you to make your own connections and meanings as we explore the Wheel. Once you have made it your own in terms of your own experience, then you will have understood it. Before that, you will just have someone else’s understanding which, valuable as that can be, does not have the same creative power, the same quality of authenticity that comes when someone speaks from what they know within themselves, and which can then move other people.




  The Wheel we will be exploring came to me from Leo Rutherford, who in turn learnt it from Hyemeyohsts Storm and his pupil Harley SwiftDeer. I have no idea who they learnt it from, but I do know that the Ojibwe people, for example, use the same Wheel. As does Lewis Mehl-Madrona, who is part Cherokee and Lakota, in his book Coyote Healing. They may well, however, have a different understanding of the Wheel than Storm and SwiftDeer, who were not always accepted as traditional.




  The form of the Wheel is traditional, but the understanding of it has morphed as various modern people have made their own contributions. I will (I hope) be making my own contribution. Traditions need to be dynamic, ever-evolving, ever-responding to the needs of the time, or they gradually die, they become mere religion. Jim Tree, a Cherokee who wrote The Way of the Sacred Pipe, has a saying (p15):






   “If it’s real, it works; if it works, it’s real.”







  I think that is a sound principle. Black Elk, a Lakota Medicine man, said that the power of a ceremony lies in the understanding of it. This is not referring to a purely intellectual understanding (which for us is often enough), rather it also needs to make sense in terms of your own experience for there to be true understanding. A Medicine Wheel, or a Sweatlodge, or a Pipe Ceremony will have built up particular forms within particular traditions over the centuries. Every detail of a ceremony carries meaning. When you enter a Sweatlodge, or place yourself around a Medicine Wheel, you are in ceremonial time, sacred time. Everything becomes significant. Those significances are laid out for us in a general way by the tradition, but our personal interaction with the ceremony will also have its own meanings.




  Humans, being what they are, become attached to forms, to the ‘correct’ way of doing or understanding something: that is what ‘authentic’ can come to mean. Are those teachings ‘authentic’, is that ceremony ‘authentic’? There is a surface meaning, in the sense that if you are claiming that a ceremony comes from a particular tradition, then it needs to do so, otherwise it is not authentic, and you are probably just using the name of that tradition to lend credibility to yourself. But in a deeper sense, authentic is related to ‘authoritative’ and ‘author’: it is something that is generated, ‘authored’, from deep within ourselves, because we have understood it and lived it.




  This relates to my Vision Quest experience in Wales. I spent the rest of the night out on that hillside, with a plastic bag over my head to keep the midges at bay, in order to complete the quest. What I hadn’t quite clocked was that I had in fact completed the Vision Quest within that first 30 mins, and I could have walked back to base camp with my head held high. But no, somewhere I had it in my head that the Vision Quest was about spending the night on the hillside, rather than about having a vision. Not unlike someone thinking that being a good Christian is about going to church once a week. No harm done, but I was slightly missing the point that this ceremony was essentially about the Spirit speaking to me, not about spending a night outside.




  The forms can be very important, don’t get me wrong, particularly if they are part of a tradition that has been developed over the generations. But even more important is the reason for those forms, their meanings. “The power of a ceremony lies in the understanding of it.” Spirituality, one could say, is always focussed on the inner meanings, religion on the outward forms as ends in themselves.




  Cultural Appropriation?




  It has tak en me many years to feel confident I had the right to talk about the Medicine Wheel. Not just because I needed to live it, but because it comes from the Americas, it is not from my own culture, and we live in a time of sensitivity to what is called ‘cultural appropriation’. The idea behind this is that not only has our culture dispossessed and destroyed the societies that came before in the Americas and elsewhere, but now we are also trying to steal what little they have left, namely their traditions.




  This is a complex area. Sensitivity is needed, and I certainly think it is inappropriate to claim to be representing any of those traditions without the requisite trainings and permissions from them. But we can be inspired by elements in those cultures, and incorporate from that point of view, without claiming to represent. I am not claiming that the Medicine Wheel teachings in this book are Native American. What I am aiming at is a Wheel that is universal, that largely transcends specific cultures. But it is certainly inspired by Native American cultures, and I am grateful to them on that account.




  Humans have always borrowed from other cultures. Shakespeare borrowed many of his plots. It is not something that can be stopped, and it might not be such a good thing if it could be stopped. You are not going to be able to prevent young party-goers in New York wearing Indian feather head-dresses, even though from one point of view it is the height of disrespect and ‘cultural appropriation’.




  For some years, a Canadian Indian teacher used to come and stay with me. They call themselves ‘Indians’, and leave the term ‘Native Canadian (or American)’ to the white people*. I learnt many things from him, often informally around the breakfast table, which for me is often the best way, and probably more like how people learnt traditionally, rather than through the more structured courses we have nowadays. But this teacher didn’t have much time for the shamanism we are trying to create in the West; he was quite dismissive of it, but nor did he create openings for us to practise his ways. Native peoples can be closed and fundamentalist just as much as we can (and a certain defensiveness on their part is entirely understandable.) By contrast, I was in a Sweatlodge with a Lakota woman a few years ago, and she was very informal in the way she led it, and very encouraging for all of us to go forth and lead Sweatlodges ourselves. My point here is that claims of ‘cultural appropriation’ need to be weighed up to see what is behind them, and not just bowed down to because a particular native person is saying it.




  *Another Indian told me that the term ‘Native American’, while appearing to be respectful, has a less obvious political agenda: if Indians are ‘Native Americans’, then they are one more American minority along with Irish Americans, Hispanic Americans, African Americans and so on, so why should they have any special rights that the other minorities do not have?




  If it Works, it’s Real




  I spent quite some years in a kind of limbo, unsure to what extent it was legitimate for me to run, in a public kind of way, with the ceremonies and teachings I had imbibed. Then a few years ago I had a dream in which I was about to lead a Sweatlodge in a very ‘new age’ type of context. Sweatlodges are a kind of ceremonial sauna, wooden structures covered in blankets into which red hot rocks are brought, and onto which water is poured to create steam and heat. Prayers are then made. The lodge in the dream, however, was inflatable and made of plastic, with ‘new age’ type people sitting around inside it in an informal sort of way. And in this dream, it came to me that I knew exactly how to lead this lodge in a way that would help people. At that point, the Canadian teacher turned up and started purifying people in a traditional way with burning herbs. And this completely killed the spirit in which I was about to lead the lodge, and my confidence to do so evaporated, because of this guy, and the attitude he brought, being present.




  This dream told me everything that I needed to know. ‘If it works, it’s real’. I knew how to lead this rather bizarre Sweatlodge in a way that would help people, where bringing in a more traditional approach would not work. An irony of the dream was that this same teacher once said to me that back on the reservation, they get the Sweatlodge fire started by pouring paraffin on it, whereas over here in Europe he could not do that because people would think it was not authentic.




  
Balancing Tradition and Creativity




  There is a dance, a weave to be done between the integrity of tradition, and the need to be adaptable, to bring a creative attitude to our leading, or holding, of ceremonies and teachings. In the modern world, the honest position is that we do not have tradition. Our old tradition, Christianity, is for many of us dead and, I think in many ways that is a good thing. The downside is that it has left us in a world with no sense of the sacred.




  But at the same time, it frees us. We do not have tradition and the depth that can come with that. But nor do we need to find our way out of forms that have become rigid, and ends in themselves. We can be inspired by traditions from all over the world, and re-create them for ourselves. This is the spirit in which I am approaching the Medicine Wheel in this book. As a symbol and a ceremony and a philosophy that has its roots in Native American cultures, but which has a universal application, and which we are at liberty to re-create in ways that speak to us: if it works, it’s real.




  Egregore




  A final nod to the past: there is a mysterious way in which symbols and ceremonies acquire power over time. The word ‘egregore’ describes this phenomenon. You may sometimes feel this with stone circles, that tend to be located at spots that have a certain power anyway, but the combination of ancient and modern ceremony at those places adds another layer of power that one can feel.




  For myself, this also works with astrology and tarot. They are both symbolic systems that are used for divination, to help unpack who we are. Their ability to do that lies not just in the divinatory ability of the reader, but in the fact that these symbols have been used for centuries or more in the same way. Reality is not just the visible, tangible material world. It is not even fundamentally that. Consciousness is primary, matter secondary, as quantum physics also reveals. As Max Planck, the originator of quantum theory, said,






   “I regard consciousness as fundamental. I regard matter as derivative from consciousness. We cannot get behind consciousness. Everything that we talk about, everything that we regard as existing, postulates consciousness.”







  It is as if when we sit with, say, the planet Mars, we are also sitting with all those thousands of astrologers from the past and present who have also directed attention to that planet and allowed it to speak through them: it has grown as a gateway to meaning over time. And you find yourself being able to say something to the person having the reading that is true about them, without the prior knowledge one would normally require. This is magical, it is like the universe already knows you. It enlarges and enchants the spirit of the other person.




  It is the same with the Medicine Wheel. It is also a tool of self-knowledge that has a divinatory aspect. When we use the Wheel to understand ourselves better, we are plugging in to the power it has developed over time, through all the people who have used it in this way. The Wheel has its own power, it needs to be approached with that kind of respect, and any contributions we might make to that tradition need to be done advisedly.




  The Wheel as a Way of Balance




  Without further ado, let us plunge into the Wheel itself. As I said, it is essentially simple, yet contains the whole universe. It is founded on the four directions and the four elements, and gives us a way of orienting and understanding who we are.




  These directions and elements can be directly experienced. The East is the point on the horizon where the Sun rises, and the West is where it sets. As we face the East, the North, the place of cold and winter, is to our left. And the South, the place of warmth and summer, is to our right. We have Sunrise and Sunset, left and right, all very immediate. The anticlockwise order of the directions is also experiential, describing the journey of the Sun across the sky in the Northern hemisphere every day, from East to South to West and then (after dusk) to North. And then we have Fire, Water, Earth and Air – Sun, Rain, Soil and Wind – again very immediate. A whole symbolic system of correspondences is built around these two sets of four, that differs according to tradition.




  Each element is aligned with a direction, and they are arranged in a circle, just as the horizon is a circle. Circles symbolise wholeness and balance. Seen in this way, life is not a progress along a line towards higher and higher levels, but a circling around an ever-deepening centre of wholeness and balance. In this sense, time itself is also circular, repeating itself through the markers of the four seasons (which also have their place on the Wheel) on a yearly basis.




  We are immediately into a very different way of thinking about life compared to the Western rational, linear, evolutionary model: which is just that, a model, a story, that has its uses and its limitations.






   “Evolution is a spirit notion which soul does not recognise. Traditional societies do not evolve. They live within a mythology which contains all imaginative possibilities, Earth Goddesses no less than Heraclean egos... Because we are changing, we think of ourselves as evolving. We are not. We are literalising the old myths... If the rational ego is to disappear it is more likely to be destroyed by the ricochets of ideologies made in its own image.” Patrick Harpur The Philosopher’s Secret Fire (pp 263-6)







  I once asked the Canadian teacher I mentioned what was the underlying purpose of his people’s ways, and he said it was about becoming a balanced human being. And this is indeed the aim of all the ceremonies and teachings: aligning ourselves with Spirit within and without, and arranging our lives around that. One of my hopes is that in reading this account of the Wheel, you will also find yourself moving towards that point of balance within yourself that the Wheel speaks of.




  The central part of this book will be a detailed exploration of each element and its associated direction, as individual aspects of who we are, that interweave with all the other aspects; and that also build as we journey around the Wheel from East to North.




  Jung and the Medicine Wheel




  Broadly speaking, the four elements of Fire, Water, Earth and Air can be understood respectively as intuition, feeling, sensation and thinking, using the typology that the psychologist CG Jung created. In the 1920s, Jung visited indigenous people in Africa and the Americas and was quickly able to form a rapport with them and their way of seeing the world, which was extraordinary for his time. His own vision of the human being involved wholeness rather than the linear model of progress, and his typology, as noted, is close to that of the elements of the Medicine Wheel.




  But in creating this typology Jung was, suggests the astrologer and Jungian analyst, Liz Greene, drawing on his understanding of the four elements as found within astrology. There is a remarkably similar use of the four elements to describe the human being in both the European esoteric tradition and the Medicine Wheel. This lends a universality to the Wheel.




  If we expand the Wheel a bit further, we find that there are seven directions rather than just four: the Above, the Below and the Centre as well as North, South, East and West. I mention this now because the Centre can be seen as that point of wholeness and individuation that is central to Jung’s psychology; and the above and the below are the attitudes of extraversion and introversion respectively which complete Jung’s typology of the human being. We will look at this further in Chapter 8.




  Keeping it Simple




  I want to move back to just the four directions to kee p it simple (there are also intermediate directions that can be used, see Chapter 7). The reason I want to keep it simple is not just for ease of comprehension, but because then it is easier to stay close to the symbolism and the explanatory and divinatory power that comes with that.




  I use the same principle in astrology. You can make it as complex as you like, you can even pull in dozens of asteroids if you want, and they will indeed tell you things. But it is also a move towards the intellect on its own, and away from the raw power of the symbolism of the Sun and the Moon, both of which are in our immediate, daily experience. When I do astrology readings, I try to concentrate on the Sun and soon and what they are saying, and gradually draw the other planets in around that.




  It is the same with the Medicine Wheel. You can make it almost as complex as you want, and that does have its own relevance and beauty. But then you are having to juggle all that in your head – unless you know the Wheel really well and it has become second nature – and one can’t help but to start to move away from the simple power of Sun, Rain, Soil and Wind.




  As we explore the Wheel, in which there is no end of ideas and perspectives and correlations to be usefully brought in, I want to keep coming back to that basic set of four, which is foundational. And the simple experience, beyond all concepts, of the four stones of your circle.




  Before we go there, I want to do justice the Wheel in its full complexity as a ceremony. There is what is known as the 20-count, where you have 20 stones. Because the Wheel is a map of the universe, there is in a sense no limit to the amount you can put in it, and this works very well in ceremony. Once you know the Wheel, you can create your own ceremonies around it.




  For now, here is a diagram of the Wheel along with some of the correlations that we find in each direction.




  [image: image]




  Engaging the Unconscious Mind




  Because this is a book, we will be approaching the Wheel largely through ideas rather than through, say, ceremony, or just going outdoors and experiencing the elements.




  However, the power of the Wheel, like any symbol, lies in ability to speak to the unconscious mind as much as to the conscious mind. The language of the unconscious is symbol and image and myth and ceremony. And, in a way, the simpler the better.




  The Wheel is an example of a mandala, or circle, which is found universally. This was one of Jung’s discoveries as he explored symbols and dreams across the world. They are symbols of wholeness. Think Stonehenge. Or Buddhist mandala paintings.




  I recommend painting your stones, as the unconscious/imagination responds strongly to colour. Or else have a painting divided into four quarters with the appropriate colour for each direction: East is Yellow, South is Red, West is Black and the North is White. If you wish, you can put a Green circle in the middle for the Centre.




  And then this painting (I know someone who embroidered it, a great exercise) or this circle of stones becomes an object of meditation, it will gradually sink into your unconscious, the dream-world can speak to you through it. And when you come to explore your life through the directions, they can speak to you, insights will come unbidden. Or insights for others, using the Wheel as a counselling format.




  My Personal Medicine Wheel




  I created my own Wheel in about 2015. I was in a difficult situation, in a long-term relationship that was no longer working, and Spirit came knocking – or rather, hammering, in a way that I had never known, pushing me to move on. It began when my son knocked my Prayer Pipe off a bookshelf and broke it. I managed to fix it, and took it as a message to use it: it had been given to me, but remained unused. When you use a Pipe, you are having a conversation with the natural world about your life and all the things you are thankful for and all the things that need fixing. Then you light it, and the smoke carries your prayers out to the universe. I began using the Pipe, and out of that came the notion that I needed a caravan up the road to create my own space. So I did that, a place where I could talk to the universe in peace.




  And then the notion came to me that I needed a Medicine Wheel outside of the caravan. It was a beautiful spot: a paddock with a stream running through it, and with two giant beech trees protecting the space, raining their masts onto the roof of the caravan in the autumn.




  I had a strong feeling about doing this, which is how Spirit often speaks to me. Some people experience guides turning up with advice, for me it more like a nudge that has flow and synchronicities around it if I follow through.




  There is a particular quarry in Cornwall that I used to get my Sweatlodge stones from, and I knew these would be ideal for my Wheel. So I drove down, and when I got there, I was told they no longer allowed cars in for health and safety reasons, and that stones could only be ordered by the lorry-load. This puzzled me: how could I have had such a strong feeling about coming here to get these stones, and yet it wasn’t working out? I realised that all I could do was trust in the situation and start driving back home, keeping my eyes peeled for stones. And sure enough, about a quarter mile up the road was a discarded pile of stones, of exactly the type I needed. It is strange how Spirit works in this tricksy way sometimes, giving us lessons in trust and in not making assumptions about how events ‘should’ unfold!




  I got back to my caravan and created a Wheel outside it, as big as the space would allow. I used the ‘intermediate’ directions as well, to create a more obvious circle. We will come to the intermediate directions later. They are useful, but do not have the same immediate relationship to the elements and directions as do the cardinal points.




  And then I realised I needed to paint them. So this is what I did, and I invented a simple scheme for the intermediate directions, as I was not aware of particular colours associated with them: I painted them each in two colours, comprising the two adjacent cardinal stones. So I had my Wheel




  I did not use it in a conceptual way. I was a bit hazy about the meaning of the intermediate directions, for example, and I still sometimes have to think twice about them. But none of that mattered, because what I had created was a living symbol, an ongoing ceremony on the land outside my caravan. And I had a sense of being protected by it, of it carrying the dream and direction of my life, even though I was a bit hazy about that too!




  It is important to run intuitively with these things, and not get too tied down by the formal or ‘correct’ meanings. At one point a friend visited, and she suggested that the Wheel was too large and that a smaller one could contain more effectively the dream I was trying to manifest, which was to move on from the situation I was in, vague as I was about it. I could immediately feel she was right, there was something more ‘manageable’ about a smaller Wheel. So I reduced it in size, creating a tighter personal relationship with it. A while later I had another visionary moment of absolute clarity (just before entering a Sweatlodge) that it was time to move on. That was the certainty I had been waiting for, and within a couple of months I had left. The Wheel, sitting outside my caravan, overseen by two giant beech trees, had carried my life forward. It felt like the most drawn-out and difficult thing I had ever done, and the Medicine Wheel helped me do that.




  Fast forward six months, and I was now living on my own in a local town. And it took me that time to realise that, having a spare bedroom, I could bring my stones over and have that space just for the Wheel. They needed re-painting after being exposed to the weather and to the hooves of sheep. But it meant I had my dream-carrier with me again.




  But also, having been around me in this ceremonial way for some years now, they have acquired a power of their own. An egregore that is personal, but which also draws on the power of the Medicine Wheel as a collective thought-form. People coming into the room can feel the power those stones are now holding.




  The Wheel as a Counselling Tool




  And I have ‘invented’ a way of using them for counselling. You get the person to sit in a direction, and to speak about whatever issue it is they are bringing. And I sit in the opposite, complementary, direction, and reflect back to them as necessary. When it feels complete, we move to another direction and repeat the process. And the person will usually find themselves speaking from the quality of that direction, even if they don’t know in advance the meaning of that direction. If they are in the South, for example, they may find themselves talking from the ‘child’ in themselves. That is part of the power, part of the magic of the Wheel. I will keep going round the Wheel with the person until a sense of completion, for now, is reached. It is not about looking for answers so much as it is about chewing over an issue, ‘cooking’ it, until a sense comes that the energy around it has moved on in some way. This is quite deep work, and like a dream or a shamanic journey, the implications and the changes will often unfold in the months ahead.




  There is no set way of doing this. It can be done systematically, starting in the East, the place of inspirations and new beginnings, and working round from there. Or it can be done spontaneously. Moving from direction to direction, from stone to stone, as you or the other person feels, sometimes maybe revisiting a place.




  Calling in the Powers of the Directions




  When I teach the Medicine Wheel, much of it is often me expounding, in an experiential way, on the meanings of each direction, and indeed that will constitute the centrepiece of this book. But I tend to begin by calling in the powers of the directions, followed by a short, guided meditation. This sets a ceremonial context for the learning. The Medicine Wheel is ‘sacred’ knowledge: it connects us to, and helps us gain insight into, that which holds most value in our lives; it aligns us, rebalances us, with our Spirit. It is very far from the passing on of information on subjects that do not have a bearing on who we are. That has its place, and is ordinarily what is meant by teaching. It is, of course, important to absorb the information element of the Wheel; but more important is to be moved by it, to let it connect you to yourself and to your relationship with all-that-is.




  Each direction is seen as a power in its own right, that is ‘out there’ and which can be invoked. We do this with humility rather than from a position of ‘commanding’ the power. We give thanks to that direction for helping us with our lives, and we ask for the particular qualities of that direction to be present as we explore the Wheel.




  As modern people, we tend to view the self as autonomous, an entity in its own right, and a corollary of that would be that the qualities of each direction – the inspiration of the East, the emotion of the South, the dream and the incarnation of the West, the wisdom and knowing of the North – as qualities within ourselves to be lived and unfolded.




  That view has its place, it works. But only up to a point. The self from a traditional point of view is relational: we cannot separate who we are from our parents and grandparents and all the ancestors before that, as well as from all our living relatives and the natural world around us.




  And one reason that the self is, for indigenous people, relational, is that they take into account what we call the ‘unconscious’ – which Jung once paraphrased simply as ‘life’. It is the conscious ego that separates, that sees a barrier between self and other, the inner world and the outer world. If we pay attention to our experience, it quickly becomes clear that the sense of separation is illusory. We sense atmospheres, we quickly feel comfortable around certain people and not around others, when we barely know them. And subsequent experience often verifies our initial instinct (and we learn to pay attention to those instincts by getting burnt when we ignore them!) We have hunches to maybe contact certain people, and there turns out to be a good reason to do so. We get a sense of the people we are close to even when they are not present. How often have you had a message from someone just as you were thinking of them? It is traditional that if you see something unusual in nature, there is probably a message for you in that. The natural world speaks to us, helps us, she is our mother. I could go on and cite what we call ‘psychic’ experience, but I think I have made my point. We are connected to each other in ways that are not obvious.




  The ego is necessary, it helps us function within this dream of time and space, and enables us to make necessary distinctions for that functioning. But it is the servant, not the master. Its way of perceiving the world is provisional. We will explore this more when we come to the North.




  In the same way, the directions and their powers live ‘out there’ in the world, everything we perceive is a blend of those powers (who needs M-theory, the arcane ‘theory of everything’ in physics, when you have the four directions, which you can actually experience?) When we invoke those directions, we are invoking something awesome, something so powerful that maybe we should merely peep at it lest it burn us up!




  This sense of the sublime, of something infinitely bigger and deeply unknowable is the Great Mystery, and it provides the context for everything, for all understanding. Without it, you might begin to suffer from the illusion that you actually know something. And that you have an all-powerful separate self that does the knowing.




  The purpose of all ‘sacred’ activity, whether it is contemplating the Medicine Wheel teachings or whispering with the natural world or entering a Sweatlodge or listening to Mozart is to align ourselves with that Great Mystery. For then we are in balance, then we are a true human being.




  The Wheel as a Meditation




  After calling in the powers of the directions, I conduct a short meditation. This has the purpose first of all of bringing us to the centre point of the Wheel, which is that still centre within each one of us, that is also the Great Mystery. We are each of us unknowable, and it is this realisation that lies at the heart of that ancient injunction at Delphi to ‘know thyself’.




  The other purpose of the meditation is to let the Medicine Wheel speak to us at a non-rational level, to become a power within our unconscious, or to connect us more deeply to the great Medicine Wheel that underlies the universe. I ask people to visualise themselves at the centre of the Wheel, with the different directions opening up around them. And I will choose just one set of correlations to connect to.




  There are numerous correlations for each direction, and they often link to each other. But for the purposes of a meditation, you need just one set of images that do not demand much of the rational mind and can therefore can sink in deep.




  The most basic one is probably the colours. Colours are powerful, they have a deep effect on how we feel, and associations can build up around them. The lack of colour in modern men’s clothes shows how disconnected in some ways we have become from Spirit, which loves colour. If you are a man and you go to the bank manager for a mortgage, you would not wear colourful clothes! I’ll take this up later when we look at the warrior aspect of the North.




  So we let the directions open up around us – having started at that still centre that is beyond time and space and beyond this dream we call life – the Sunyata of Buddhist tradition – and we see a colour in each direction. Moving anti-clockwise, we gaze at each in turn, we let it sink in, and we also become aware of our emotional response to that colour. And at the end we dissolve the visualisation, and in-so-doing maintain its proper context: it is a dream, just as life is a dream.




  Or we can visualise the elements in the same way: we see the Sun in the East, an Ocean or Rain in the South, the Earth herself in the West, and we feel the Wind blowing past and even through us in the North.




  You can invent these meditations yourself. I meditated for many years in the Buddhist tradition, and undertook years of deity visualisations in that context, in which the dissolution into ‘emptiness’ (which is really a fullness) at the end is crucial.




  Similarly, you can see the stages of your life – birth, childhood, adult and elder – as you go round the directions. All those stages exist outside of time (time being a convenient illusion). Or the seasons. Or a spirit helper that is personal to you. Or an animal that is traditionally associated with that direction. There are many possibilities. But in each case, we are taking just one set of associations, and allowing them to sink deeply into our Spirit.




  Re-Enchanting the World




  For an indigenous person, their stories about the world are central to who they are, and they have a metaphysical and magical dimension. We have been stripped of that since science ‘proved’ the Christian mythology, indeed any sacred mythology, to be ‘untrue’. Taking a story like the Medicine Wheel, which tells us what we and what the world are made of, and allowing it in in this way – assuming you find it convincing – can help restore that lost enchantment. The world itself is sacred, and if we relate to it in this manner then we shall find ourselves aligned with our spirit in its deepest sense, because we are the world, we are nature, it is a returning to who we are. And the unfoldment of that natural wholeness into four elements and four directions is like gazing at a rainbow and glimpsing the white light that is at its source.




  Listening to Ourselves




  I am going to be describing each direction in turn, beginnin g in the East, in such a way that I hope it can act as an aid to reflection on your own life, and who you are, and the bigger patterns that become discernible over time. That is how I teach: I talk about an aspect of the Wheel in an experiential way, and then give participants a chance to talk in turn about that aspect of their lives. In this way we learn about ourselves, not just from our own reflections, but by listening to the reflections of others too.




  Another way of describing the Wheel is as a tool for listening to ourselves. What else are we here to do other than to listen to ourselves, and act on what we find there? Society wants us to listen to its version of who it wants/needs us to be. Whereas the Medicine Wheel shows us how to listen to our own version of ourself. Looking back, this is what was so intoxicating about the Wheel for me when I encountered it. I had grown up being told who I should be, and even when I rebelled against that at as a young man and set out on the Buddhist path, to a large extent I applied that path to myself in a way that was familiar: trying to make myself ‘fit’ the teachings, to be a regular meditator, to know all the lists of teachings etc. I was listening too much to the teachings and to the teacher and not enough to myself, and the teacher had an agenda. Really, one needs to do both. It wasn’t that I didn’t listen to myself entirely at that time, but it was still well out of balance. I am sure I would have tried to do the same thing with the Medicine Wheel had I encountered it when I was younger.
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