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This book is dedicated to all of our ancestors from around the world who preserved vital bits of wisdom in their stories, myths, and traditions. It is also dedicated to those who are willing to find the truths preserved in that incredible jigsaw puzzle of wisdom—with the purpose of crafting them into a new, sustainable future for all beings.
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To the elders of our villages, the ascetics and shamans, To the wisdom-keepers and shamans of the plains, To the shamans of the high mountains, To the learned ones of the foothills, To all who have walked this path before us, We fold our hands like lotus buds and honor you!



The Nepalese

Shamanīc Path
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“The collaboration of Rysdyk and Banstola has created a compelling read—one that my inner anthropologist recognizes as an ethnography. These two visionaries, Western and Traditional, have given us a look into a non-Western cultural tradition that few of us know about. My inner understanding of myself and my world has been enhanced in response.”

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

“This book is an accessible chronicle of esoteric cosmology and ritual that preserves the wisdom ways of an ancient people. The abundant and detailed practices and ceremonies that are presented in this book, which might otherwise be lost, make the spirits come alive for the modern practitioner. This is a generous and enduring work.”

LLYN CEDAR ROBERTS, M.A., COAUTHOR OF SPEAKING WITH NATURE

“If you’ve been intimidated by the intricate and complex cosmology associated with Nepalese shamanism, this is the book that will walk you through it intelligently, gracefully, and comprehensively. This is an important book to add to the growing effort to preserve indigenous shamanism.”

TOM COWAN, AUTHOR OF FIRE IN THE HEAD

“This inspirational book reveals the heart of the Nepalese shamanic tradition, showing the essential art of fastening heaven to Earth and releasing all beings from the bondage of the eight fetters by restoring health and harmony to sick people and disenchanted places with loving grace.”

CAITLÍN MATTHEWS, AUTHOR OF SINGING THE SOUL BACK HOME

“Brilliant shamanic healer and teacher Evelyn Rysdyk has joined forces with Nepalese wisdomkeeper Bhola Banstola to bring us this amazing offering of the ancient practices of Himalayan shamanism. These ancient practices offer a transformation for you, your community, and the world.”

MICHAEL STONE, RADIO HOST OF CONVERSATIONS AND SHAMANIC PRACTITIONER

“Rysdyk and Banstola offer us a profound merging of ancient Nepalese wisdom and modern understanding, through which we may learn to ride the razor’s edge between chaos and order that is the dhami/jhankri’s path to shamanic empowerment.”

HILLARY S. WEBB, PH.D., AUTHOR OF YANANTIN AND MASINTIN IN THE ANDEAN WORLD

“An astoundingly practical workbook and doorway into the ancient Nepalese shamanic tradition. A book we have waited for for a long time. Rysdyk and Banstola have given us a great gift!”

NICHOLAS BREEZE WOOD, EDITOR OF SACRED HOOP MAGAZINE

“A big bow of gratitude for this important and captivating book that combines fascinating stories of transcendent initiations into the author’s twenty-seventh-generation Nepalese lineage and step-by-step instructions of ceremonies applicable to all shamanic lineages. This book touched my heart!”

ALIDA BIRCH, SHAMAN AND AUTHOR OF THE CO-CREATION HANDBOOK

“How lucky to have such knowledgeable and generous guides as Evelyn Rysdyk and Bhola Nath Banstola to lead us on this fascinating journey to explore the ancient spiritual wisdom and ritual practices of Nepalese shamanism.”

MAMA DONNA HENES, URBAN SHAMAN AND AUTHOR OF BLESS THIS HOUSE

“This is an inspiring and vital gathering of unique wisdom nuggets and useful practices derived from a mysterious ancient society. A must-read.”

ITZHAK BEERY, AUTHOR OF THE GIFT OF SHAMANISM AND PUBLISHER OF SHAMANPORTAL.ORG

“Like discovering an ancient manual and toolbox for reconnecting with your primordial spiritual source, Banstola’s childhood encounters with Himalayan spirits of creation, destruction, and death read like a thriller. These authors have made a significant contribution to the literature on shamanism.”

ROBINETTE KENNEDY, PH.D., CLINICAL ANTHROPOLOGIST AND SHAMANISTIC PRACTITIONER

“This book is an outstanding contribution in the field of psychological anthropology”

PREM K. KHATRY, PH.D., RETIRED PROFESSOR OF CULTURE AT TRIBHUVAN UNIVERSITY, KATHMANDU
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This sacred sharing of my ancestors’ gifts is to create a concrete, participatory bridge between ancient wisdom and modern understanding. The introductory foundations, presentation of every chapter, illustrations, step-by-step explanation of rituals, and hand-drawn diagrams by Evelyn are some of the first presentations of Nepalese Himalayan Shamanism for the modern shamanic communities.

Mariarosa Genitrini’s shamanic vision that embues her photography is heart opening!

To bring oral transmission and rituals in written form while maintaining the core of old wisdom is not an easy task. The use of shamanic terms and the descriptions may not be as authentic as they could be, but we offer this book as the beginning of bringing ancient knowledge in written form. I invite our Nepalese shamanic communities and local shamans to continue deepening and adding to this unfolding of our cultural treasures.

The dense forest of spirits, gods, goddesses, deities, and ancestors of various levels is only a small relfection of the vast ocean of shamanic wisdom. We will continue our projects in writing, and documenting visuals for years to come.

I thank from my heart my ancestors, lineage keepers, all my shamanic teachers in ordinary realities and nonordinary realities, and all the collaborators.

May your blessings and empowerments reach and touch the hearts of all the living and nonliving beings at all levels of creation.

May the readers and practitioners of this path benefit from this small but authentic book of wisdom.

Namaste!

BHOLA



 

Disclaimer

This book does not replace formal instruction in shamanic spirituality! If this path truly draws you, seek a skilled teacher with whom you can train.

It is necessary that you know how to journey and have a strong connection to a power animal or teacher before you work with this book. If you haven’t yet learned this process, I have provided an introduction to shamanic journeying in the introduction to this book (see here). I also recommend that you read my book Spirit Walking: A Course in Shamanic Power to learn more about shamanic journeying and developing relationships with the helpful, healing spirits. Before you attempt any of the exercises in this book, read the instructions thoroughly, be sure that you understand them well, and be sure to gather all that you will require.
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The suggestions, processes, and shamanic techniques described in this book are in no way meant to replace professional medical or mental health assistance. This book is intended to be an informational guide and not to treat, diagnose, or prescribe. Always consult with a qualified health care professional regarding any medical or mental health condition or symptoms. Neither the authors nor the publisher accepts any responsibility for your health or how you choose to use the information contained in this book.

 



[image: image]

Foreword

By Sandra Ingerman

In 2003 I was leading an event in Brazil, and I knew that a shaman from Nepal would be attending. The shaman turned out to be Bhola Nath Banstola. I was curious and excited to meet him, but what I conjured up in my imagination was not even close to what a remarkable shaman and man Bhola Nath Banstola is.

Bhola Nath Banstola is a twenty-seventh generation indigenous shaman. This young man stepped off the plane, and all I can say is that I was so amazed by his presence. I knew he was truly a shaman and holy man, for the joy and light that shined through his eyes and entire presence I have rarely experienced. He carries an inner light, joy, and a passion to help others heal, reconnect to our Mother Earth, and to bring forth the power of his ancient living tradition.

Over the years, I have watched how Bhola Nath Banstola has touched the hearts of Westerners looking to learn ancient ways of healing and living a balanced and healthy life. Bhola is a perfect bridge for bringing Nepalese shamanism into the West. His deep compassion and understanding of what we are experiencing in the West has shaped his teachings; he brilliantly shares such a wealth of knowledge and practices to take us into the ancient ways that hold so many keys to healing the emotional and physical illnesses plagued by our collective.

Mariarosa Genitrini (Mimi), Bhola’s wife, has been a true partner in Bhola’s work. Her deep love of nature and her own wisdom in sharing spiritual practices helped Bhola to keep his lineage alive. They started teaching together in 1997 and their work grew widely, touching the hearts and souls of students all over the world.

Evelyn Rysdyk has been a long-term practitioner of shamanism and has a passion for researching how core practices from different lineages around the world can be bridged into the teaching of shamanism in the West. Her gift at research combined with her shamanic journey practice inspired her to help Bhola write and design practices and ceremonies to integrate into their ongoing shamanic work. Evelyn is a remarkable shamanic teacher.

Nepal suffered a devastating earthquake, and the destruction of so many sacred sites and the loss of elders threatened to bring an end to the rich teachings and practices that have been passed down for so long. Bhola, Mimi, and Evelyn received spiritual messages that it was important to keep this rich tradition alive and followed their guidance to write The Nepalese Shamanic Path.

The partnership of Bhola, Mimi, and Evelyn—forged years ago—has now created a beautiful way to share stories, rituals, and experiential exercises that will introduce you to the power of Bhola’s Nepalese Himalayan shamanic traditions. The shamans of Nepal are not only healers but also receive guidance for others, work with plants as medicine, are storytellers, and carry the richness of all the arts of song and dance.

Together, using a very organic process, Bhola and Evelyn adapted ceremonies, rituals, healing processes, and practices to bridge into the Western world while maintaining the authenticity of the tradition. Bhola’s practice was born through direct lineage transmissions from his grandfather and father, from other spiritual teachers, from his dreams, from transformative life experiences, and through his incredible connection with nature. Evelyn added to Bhola’s work by sharing her own wealth of shamanic experience, her journeywork and dreams, and her original photographs and artwork. Mimi’s photographs, too, capture the essence of the practices. They created a guidebook and road map for self-empowerment, which is truly what the practice of shamanism is about.

As you will learn in The Nepalese Shamanic Path, there is a large pantheon of gods, goddesses, and spirits in the Himalayan tradition. Contacting the deities of the East brings us into greater awareness of our true nature, and this connection transcends the limitations of shifts in consciousness that come from our limited perception about ourselves, all of life, and the Earth. The deities of the East function as guides who help to lead us to a path of realization. The practices in the East honor the divine in every human. This understanding extends to all beings in nature as all of life is seen as sentient and must be honored and respected, and we must understand our interdependence and our interconnectedness as well. By working with the material presented in this book, you will learn how as shamanic practitioners we can negotiate harmony by contacting spirits, performing rituals, and making offerings of gratitude to bring balance back into our personal lives and the planet.

The Nepalese Shamanic Path gives step-by-step, illustrated instructions for authentic Himalayan shamanic practices, including physical and spiritual healing, shamanic journeys, and ceremonies. You will learn practices such as the Kalchakra Katne, a shamanic ritual for removing toxic energies from an individual. You will learn exercises to help you meet the ancestors in your shamanic lineage, techniques to use your voice as a shamanic tool, and practices for negotiating the spirit world safely. Evelyn and Bhola also examine the importance of Nepalese cosmology in shamanic ritual and spiritual deities such as Hanuman, Garuda, and the Nagas. They also teach how to work with the sacred objects of the Nepalese shaman.

Bhola and Evelyn recognize that the tradition they are sharing is one not familiar to most of us in the Western world. Their passion, vision, and hope is that you will be inspired to make this work your own and weave it into the shamanic practices you are already doing. You will understand how the universal teachings of shamanism are also embedded in the teachings of Nepalese Himalayan tradition and how they are still relevant in the modern world.

This beautiful collaboration will certainly enrich your life and shamanic work!

SANDRA INGERMAN, M.A., is a renowned shamanic teacher who gives workshops internationally on shamanic journeying, healing, and soul retrieval. An award-winning author of twelve books, including Shamanic Journeying: A Beginner’s Guide, Walking in Light, The Book of Ceremony: Shamanic Wisdom for Invoking the Sacred in Everyday Life, Awakening to the Spirit World, and Soul Retrieval, she lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico.
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Our Prefaces

As a girl growing up on Long Island in an urbanized suburb of New York City, my only knowledge of Nepal came from the pages of books and National Geographic. For me, the images of its unusual architecture and strange customs epitomized the very concept of foreignness. Like the Himalayas themselves, Nepal seemed an incredibly mysterious place that was distant in both space and time.

By the late 1960s and 1970s, the Himalayan region and its traditions drew closer to home with more Westerners visiting Nepal, the flowering of Tibetan Buddhism in the States, and pop singers “going to Kathmandu.” Still, I never would have imagined myself going there, counting a Nepalese shaman among my close friends, or, for that matter, practicing shamanic spirituality for thirty years.

Bhola and I first met well over a decade ago at a gathering hosted by the Society for Shamanic Practitioners. We made an immediate connection. Over the years, I have enjoyed exploring his marvelous culture and shamanic traditions as they relate to my personal practice. Bhola is an extraordinary teacher whose work needs to be more widely experienced.

I am indebted to him for agreeing to collaborate in bringing the teachings preserved by his ancestors into a written form. With this agreement, he chose to contribute to not only our understanding of shamanism but also to our awareness of our collective human history and wisdom.

Before I began writing this book, I thought a long while on what would be the best way to approach the material. The shamanism practiced in the Himalayas is an outgrowth of both the culture and the region. As such, it becomes a challenge to find an effective bridge that would allow Western shamanic practitioners a viable doorway to the richness the Nepalese traditions can provide. It was important to both of us to present his traditional practices while also preparing a meaningful resource for a contemporary practitioner.
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Figure P.1. Evelyn and Bhola in Maine, 2009.

Given I was polishing another manuscript and focused on that during the day, I decided to use my dreamtime to ponder this project. Along with journeying, my dreams are an effective resource for my creativity. I give myself permission to dream about a topic and allow whatever arises to bubble up into my conscious mind for harvesting in the morning. What arose when I asked for a dream about this book was a temporal panorama of ceremonies, songs, and rituals of my time spent with Bhola and in his homeland of Nepal. In seeing this patchwork of the spirits from the region and my own teachers working together over different times, places, and seasons, I immediately realized the perspective being offered by the spirits. I was being asked to view the Nepalese shaman’s world through the lens of their methods used to promote healing, balance, and harmony. The spirits of the region, with whom the dhami/jhankris or shamans collaborate, also revealed their underlying nature to me in the dream so that I could assist those, like myself, who were not born into the Nepalese culture to understand their powers.

In an effort to better clarify the way Western inculturation might hinder a reader in being able to more fully embrace and understand the material, I turned to the work of the American mythologist Joseph Campbell. During his time teaching at Sarah Lawrence College, he compared the religio-myth structures of Western cultures with the very different perceptions found in those of the East.

Drawing a line at Persia (modern-day Iran), he suggested that the basis for the religious myths of Europe and the Levant (modern-day Cyprus, Egypt, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, and Turkey) lying to the west of that line and those of the Orient (including India and the Far East) lying to the east had foundational differences that influenced not only the religions that arose in there but also the psyches of the regions’ inhabitants.

In the East, the ultimate truth, substance, and mystery of being are believed to transcend all description, all naming, and all categories. In that way, the ultimate Divine is beyond any anthropomorphic understanding or behavioral depictions. At the same time, this animating creative energy, which the Upanishads declare is beyond our knowing (“There, words do not reach”) is also recognized as the ultimate reality of our being. Therefore, Eastern philosophies, religions, and practices are focused on assisting an individual to realize and experience her- or himself as an aspect of the mystery that transcends any individual perception of self. This awareness suggests that nothing is separate from the ultimate Divine that infuses everything. In other words, each being is a manifestation of “that which is,” and the deities of the East are not ends in themselves but rather function as guides and/or metaphors who collaborate with the devoted in that path of realization.

In contrast, the foundations of Levantine and European religio-myths present the ultimate Divine as a separate, anthropomorphic, and sometimes spiteful or cruel being who expects fealty and banishes humans from enjoying the tree or fruit of immortality. At the same time, these forms of the ultimate Divine demand that human beings participate in a quest that is fraught with pitfalls in pursuit of the heavenly prize of being able to sit at the side of the great, sky patriarch in the hereafter. Ultimately, this pits the different descendants of Abraham/Ibrahim against each other in a pitiless and eternal version of Survivor. Meanwhile, the European religions of the Greeks, Romans, and, to a lesser extent, the Celts, the Norse, and the Germanic tribes, sought to placate their pantheon of deities so that the gods would allow them to live in peace. In either case, these structures draw a clear line between the ultimate Divine and human beings, divide human beings from one another, and, especially in the Levantine traditions, separate human beings from the rest of the natural world.

In having an awareness of this distinction, we can see that, in many ways, Eastern traditions have more strongly preserved elements of the earlier shamanic perceptions of the Ultimate Reality. For instance, by greeting a stranger with namaste, you consciously acknowledge the divinity that resides in that other being. You are also acknowledging that the person is an aspect of the unknowable Divine that infuses everything. In other words, you are acknowledging him or her as an intangible spirit and tangible human.

This attitude extends to the natural world as the various Oriental deities, particularly those of the Hindu pantheon, work in concert with or are depicted as having animal anatomy. As a result, the devotional structure guides individuals to respect, feed, nurture, and protect all of life, as every aspect is divine and intimately connected to the incarnational cycle of human beings. There is a foundational understanding that everything is profoundly interrelated. As I base my own shamanic practice on the principles of Reverent Participatory Relationship,*1 I have found that this understanding is helpful in working with the deities and spirits of the dhami/jhankri’s world.

Initially, entering into relationships with the huge number of gods, goddesses, and spirits in the Himalayan shamanic pantheon felt somewhat daunting to negotiate successfully. What was useful for me was to approach these spirits as I had the Norse deities: as accessible representatives of concepts, forces, and ideals that would otherwise be very difficult to enter into relationship with. By having faces, personalities, and ways that they could be honored, these spirits offer new ways to be in relationship with universal energies. In this way, they ceased to feel foreign and became familiar. This was essential as the work of shamans is primarily focused on influencing the spiritual, mental, and physical worlds to negotiate harmony. An awareness of the parties who are participating in the process is therefore vital.

Shamans accomplish this work by contacting the spirits, respectfully negotiating with them, performing rituals, and making offerings of gratitude. Since being alive is a process, not a static state, the shaman always needs to be participating in the balancing act that is life. The harmony being sought in the shaman’s work may be within the body of a person for better health, between different people to resolve conflict, between people and aspects of the natural world to create mutually beneficial resolutions, or balancing the elemental forces within the natural world to preserve the life of all creatures.

Bhola and I planted the seeds of this manuscript in 2012, but it took the great Nepalese earthquake in 2015 to provide the urgency to bring it to fruition. With the loss of elders and the disruption of sacred sites in the quake, it became clear that the wisdom of the shamanic traditions practiced in Nepal must be preserved. In these pages, I will share stories, rituals, and experiential exercises that will introduce you to the incredible depth of Bhola’s Himalayan shamanic traditions. As you go along, you will meet the deities and archetypes who can become healing teachers and guides for you. In addition, you will have opportunities to integrate his people’s powerful rituals and ceremonies into your own shamanic practice.

Although Bhola and I recognize that this volume can only be an entrance into the richly diverse word of Nepalese shamanism, it is our hope that our efforts will not only broaden the scope of your spiritual life but introduce you to practices that you can weave into your personal shamanic practice. We also pray that by exploring Nepalese shamanism, you will learn that even with our myriad different languages and traditions we human beings have so very much in common.

EVELYN

I was even more inspired to write this book with my friend Evelyn and with photographic contributions by my wife, Mimi, after the great earthquake of April 25, 2015, in Nepal. This earthquake not only destroyed properties and killed humans and animals but it also fragmented and shifted the power places. Some wisdom-holding men and women were also lost in the rubble. After having seen this disaster, the idea that “we are guided by impermanence and everything changes” resonated deeply through me. This awakened fear and insecurity in me for many months after the great disaster. Most of my dreams were of disaster and war and of the earth submerging under the ocean. I understood all these dreams were a warning that the shamanic tradition was dwindling, with the loss of wisdom holders and the death of ancient wisdom along with the keepers. This gave birth to my desire to put the oral tradition into a written form for our own brothers and sisters and for the lovers of Mother Earth and all her creations.

Shamanism in Nepal, as in other places, is based on an animistic belief that honors Mother Earth and respects the spirit that resides in all living beings. This universal worldview is key in preserving the ecology of the land and in bringing harmony and universal brotherhood to all things tangible and intangible.

Shamanic sources of power come from honoring Mother Earth and the spirits of the place where the shaman performs his or her ceremonies. The shamans must call on the guardian spirits of Earth and deities who are all partners in the work. The sacred hidden language of the land is felt in the form of rhythms, vibrations, and warm and cool sensations in the physical body. Understanding this language, the shaman has to honor the spirits of the place and ask their permission. If the place is spiritually dead or some malignant spirits have taken over, the shaman must first revive the balance or fill in the gap of what is missing by calling on the spirits of the place.

Dhami/jhankris are the ones people turn to to reestablish this harmony. These shamans are the central figures in their communities for they are not only the healers but also the advisers, plant mendicants, soul conductors, storytellers, dancers, singers, artists, and musicians. They acquire these talents and their spiritual power and wisdom through their personal helping spirits, ancestral deities, elemental spirits, and guides. They can voluntary modify their state of consciousness in order to heal individuals and bring harmony into the community.

Although Nepal is a small country, it is home to many ethnic groups with different traditions and cultures and is one of the richest in the world from a shamanic point of view. All groups practice the oral tradition, with knowledge transmitted through their ancestors, human teachers, and the spirits. The majority of the people still today visit shamans and other traditional spiritual healers before approaching conventional medical centers and hospitals as the greatest cause of disease and disharmony is considered to be spiritual disconnection or distraction. Once the spiritual aspect of the person is taken care of, then, if required, they proceed for further conventional treatments.

As we are part and parcel of all our ancestors, the ancestral deities are a strong source of power and protection for the Nepalese shaman. Bloodline ancestors from the father’s lineage and milk-line ancestors from the mother’s side are equally important. Without the ancestors’ blessings and help, not only would shamanic healing be difficult to accomplish, but loss of equilibrium and imbalances would more likely arise in everyday lives. Our ancestors have left behind very rich, deep-grounded, and authentic practices in the forms of lore, stories, sacred chants, songs, mantras, rhythms, dances, rituals, ceremonies, plant medicines, mineral medicines, sacred geometries, and geomancy that honor nature and her rhythms and changes.

However, ever since the medieval period, with the advent of new civilizations, the propagation of religions, and regional and ethnic wars, the oldest spiritual practice of humankind, shamanism, has been losing ground. From time immemorial, people have sought to nurture good relationships with nature and all that is created through offerings, annual rituals, and seasonal propitiations and through revering the ancesters and honoring Mother Earth. All members of the plant and animal kingdoms were considered part of living a harmonious life. But with the passage of time, greed, envy, and anxiety started taking root in human lives. The harmony started to rupture, thus creating a fragmentation of self. Different diseases emerged, as well as wars, and slowly humans began deviating away from the Source.

To keep the shamanic tradition alive in Nepal and to share this tradition with the wider community, Evelyn and I have written this book.

My wife, Mariarosa Genitrini (Mimi), has been the greatest source of encouragement from the day we met. We started sharing and teaching Nepalese Himalayan shamanic traditions in Italy in 1997. Soon afterward, we broadened our teaching into the European continent and North America. We did this to create a bridge connecting the ancient healing tradition with the modern world. We not only shared the wisdom to a wider audience through weekend classes, conferences, and retreats, but we also escorted hundreds of groups to Asia and especially to the Nepal Himalayas so that participants could have direct experiential learning from different sources and teachers. My heart has been refined and my soul enlightened through my travels to different corners of the globe and meetings with different wisdom holders and transmitters.

My thoughts about this book have evolved much like my own shamanic practice. My practice was born through direct lineage transmissions from my grandfather and father, from both human and spirit teachers, from dream instructions, from my own transformative experiences, and directly from nature’s wisdom and omens. In this book, we have adapted ceremonies, rituals, and materials to what is available in the various places where people practice, while maintaining the authenticity of our traditions. As shamanism is a process of empowerment rather than teaching, this book is a practical guide for self-empowerment through journeys, ceremonies, rituals, and healing processes.

Shamanism like myths can be understood and perceived in different ways and forms. When specific supplies become unavailable, ceremonies and rituals can change, songs and chants can change, and the dances and rhythms can also change. The formation of sacred geometrical diagrams, items of offering, appeasement chants, and ways of conducting rituals can change. So performing a healing ceremony can be done in many different ways and forms. In shamanism there is flexibility on the part of the spirits and ceremonies, and chants keep on evolving and changing based on the intimate relationship between the spirits and the shaman.

It is our desire that you become empowered to find your own path to using the traditions of my people in your own practice.

BHOLA

Namaste! Our Divine Nature recognizes the Divine Nature in you.



[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

The Shamanic State of Consciousness

Shamanism is a spiritual tradition that has been practiced across the globe and has endured for tens of thousands of years. It has its roots in animism: the idea that there are spirits in all things. These spirits, which are in animals, birds, plants, and everything else in creation, are available to us for relationship. The shaman knows that we are surrounded by sentient beings who can offer their wisdom, guidance, perspectives, and healing power in support of human life. In return for these gifts, the people offer their respect and nurturance to the spirits. This mutually respectful and honorific interaction is the basis for shamanic culture.

The shamanic state of consciousness is an expanded state of awareness or perception that produces an altered experience of reality. During the shamanic state of consciousness, the brain produces high alpha and theta waves, while the majority of the brain’s functions shift into the right hemisphere. Though best known for its spiritual benefits, this state of consciousness literally changes our mind. It enhances creative thinking and imagination, which are critical skills for tackling new or challenging situations and for being able to innovate unique solutions in daily life.

Altering consciousness the way that shamans do is an inherent human capability. Shamans are those who have learned to use these states of awareness to solve the urgent problems of survival. In so doing, they are able to benefit the members of their community.

Since shamans have been intentionally expanding their perceptions of reality for millennia, they have tapped into a transcendent field of knowledge and wisdom. It is for this reason that I believe that ancient shamanic cultures around the world have each preserved pieces of this collective treasure. As we examine the perceptions held by each shamanic culture, we have opportunities to incorporate the wisdom preserved for us by our distant forbearers. This book will explore the shamanic traditions that have been preserved in Nepal.

Lying between the countries of India in the south and the Tibetan Autonomous Region of China in the north, Nepal has been a cultural crossroads for thousands of years. It spans a wide range of geographic zones, from southern steamy jungles to the towering Himalayas in the north. Since Nepal was not opened to the West until the 1950s, it retains much of its original culture. When people from Europe and the United States first traveled there, they came upon a tiny country rich in cultural and spiritual diversity.

The population of Nepal includes over sixty different ethnic groups who practice a wide variety of spiritual traditions. Hinduism, animism, and Buddhism are the major religions practiced in the country; however, followers of Islam, Bön, Christianity, Jainism, and Bahá’í also add their richness to Nepal’s diverse spiritual fabric. As true today as it was when the first king of Nepal, Prithivinarayan Shah, said it in the mid-eighteenth century, the country is a “garden for all types of people” (sabai jaat ko phulbari).
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Figure I.1. The country of Nepal.

Although the terms dhami and jhankri are used all over the region to designate a shaman, some ethnic groups have unique terms for the role. Among the Tamang people, the shaman is a bonpo. The Gurung refer to the khyapri. The Kham Magar people consult the ramba or rama, while bijuwa is the name for a shaman among the Rai or Khambu people. The Limbu people call a shaman a phedangba, and the Tharu people’s shaman is an ojha.

Regardless of their religion or ethnicity, the majority of Nepali people still turn to a shaman or dhami/jhankri for help. Individuals seek a shaman’s help for physical and emotional healings as well as relying on him or her to protect their animals and crops from natural calamities. The shaman’s role is important since the Nepalese concept of health does not simply see a person’s wellness as something that is isolated to the experience of an individual. Instead, there is an understanding that harmony within a person, family, and local community and with the larger environment is critical to regaining and maintaining health.

Shamans remain central figures in their communities for they are not only healers but also the storytellers, dancers, singers, artists, and musicians. They acquire these talents, their spiritual power and wisdom, through their personal helping spirits, ancestral deities, elemental spirits, and guides. Dhami/jhankris accomplish their work by voluntarily modifying their state of consciousness in order to perceive what aspects of the person, family, or community require rebalancing. The shaman expands consciousness by disciplined methods of drumming, dancing, chanting, and singing. While in the shamanic trance state, the dhami/jhankri functions as an intermediary between the visible and invisible worlds to negotiate harmony and balance.

Within this framework, a shaman’s role in a traditional society is multifaceted.

The shaman is a mediator:


	Mediating among individuals

	Mediating between an individual and the family or community

	Mediating between the community and another community

	Mediating between the worlds of the living and the dead

	Mediating between the community and the spirits of plants, animals, and birds.

	Mediating between the community and elemental forces
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Figure I.2. The Nepali dhami/jhankri’s dhyangro (drum) and gajo (drumstick or beater) resting on a chammar or white yak tail (photo: Mariarosa Genitrini).

Mediation may take the form of meeting with and listening to concerns, being an intermediary in conflicts, providing a spiritual perspective on actions or perceptions that are producing conflict, offering healing to one of more parties, and prescribing ceremonial actions.

The shaman is a healer:


	Healing imbalances or diseases of the body, mind, or spirit within an individual

	Healing imbalances or diseases of the body, mind, or spirit within a community

	Healing imbalances or diseases of the body, mind, or spirit with the environment

	Healing imbalances or diseases of the body, mind, or spirit with planetary or cosmic forces



The shaman performs these duties using many different methods. A shaman may use herbal medicine or other remedies, or they may use physical manipulations, such as massage or bone setting. They also provide counseling, offer guidance or instruction, and perform ritual actions.

The shaman is a storyteller and preserver of cultural wisdom:


	Holding the mythic, teaching stories of the ancestors

	Holding the mythic, teaching stories of historical importance

	Holding the teaching stories of human exploits

	Holding the mythic, teaching stories of the deities and personified elemental forces

	Holding the mythic stories of the world’s creation



This kind of storytelling offers especially vital links for a society that does not have literate individuals. By preserving and retelling stories, the society’s cultural and historical information is preserved for subsequent generations.

The shaman is a facilitator and priest:


	Facilitating ceremonies for life stages (birth, marriage, death, etc.)

	Facilitating ceremonies for strengthening bonds and upholding cultural traditions within a community

	Facilitating ceremonies to care for spiritual beings and deities

	Facilitating ceremonies to honor and feed elemental forces of nature



Ceremonial actions are performed to resolve conflicts, negotiate with spiritual realms on behalf of the human world, maintain cultural continuity, and produce unity and harmony within a person, family, or community.

Yet with all these duties, the dhami/jhankri is not the source of the power. The shaman is the channel or oracle who brings forth the greater wisdom of the spirits. Bhola’s grandfather passed to him this way of explaining it:

I am neither an enlightened yogi, nor realized tantric master.

I have no capacity to offer seasonal fruits and flowers.

I do not know the language of signs, nor do I read minds.

I know nothing.

I am only a carrier of the spirit when it touches me.

The shamanism practiced in the Himalayan region shares attributes with other shamanic cultures from around the world. As an animist tradition, there is a fundamental belief that spirit exists in all things. Shamans in this region also understand that the forces of nature, landscape features, animals and other creatures, the stars and planets, and the spirits of the dead all have integral parts to play in human health and well-being. Along with these aspects, Himalayan shamans also work with deities that have some parallels with Vedic-Hindu religious traditions.

The understanding among the dhami/jhankri is that the deities that they honor actually predate the arrival of Hinduism and have their origins in far older shamanic archetypes. This makes a good deal of sense. Though Hinduism is quite ancient, originating as early as ten thousand years ago, shamanism is estimated to be six to ten times older. Indeed, modern scholars suggest that Hinduism is actually a fusion of earlier spiritual practices and the pantheistic Proto-Indo-European religion.*2 That being said a great deal of blurring of the edges has occurred over the millennia so that a Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, or Bön practitioner would recognize some aspects of Nepalese shamanism as well as some of the implements used in ceremonies but would have his or her own very different theological perspectives on them.

As with other shamanic cultures, the dhami/jhankris of Nepal devote a great deal of energy to balancing all the spiritual aspects that influence life so that harmony can be regained and maintained. To do this, the shaman needs to stay in contact with all the influences that impact the visible world. This is done for the purpose of assuring continuance—not solely for the human family but for all life-forms and for the survival of nature as a whole. Honoring the sanctity of Mother Earth and maintaining respectful interactions with all beings in the environment, seen and unseen, is crucial to preserving the ecology of the land and the health of the people.

In 1962 Professor A. W. Macdonald wrote that the dhami/jhankris are able “to diagnose illnesses and sometimes to cure them, to give advice concerning the future and to clarify present facts in the light of the evidence which took place in the past. [The shaman] is therefore . . . a privileged intermediary between spirits (which give and cure sicknesses) and men; between the past, present and the future; between life and death and, in another perspective, between the individual and . . . social mythology.”*3

The land is of primary importance as it is a source of power for the Nepalese shaman. Their ability to do their work depends upon honoring Mother Earth and the spirits of the place where the dhami/jhankri performs her or his ceremonies. The shaman calls on the guardian spirits and deities who inspire her or him: the keepers of the earth, snow-clad mountains, trees, rivers, lakes, and medicinal plants. The sacred hidden language of the land is felt in the form of rhythms and vibrations or as warm and cool sensations in the physical body. Understanding this language is critical for making sure that a place offers a strong physical foundation for performing shamanic duties. Once connected to the spirit of the land, the shaman has to honor the spirits of the place and ask their permission to function in it. If the place is spiritually dead or some malignant spirits have taken over, the shaman must first revive the balance or fill in the gap of what is missing by working on the area’s behalf.

This attention to place reflects the shamanic understanding that all beings are part of an intricately interwoven web of interactions. Imbalance in any aspect can cause a weakening of the whole and so impact all the beings in the web. This understanding has many parallels to the Gaia principle of James Lovelock, which purports that living matter on Earth collectively defines and regulates the material conditions necessary for the continuance of life. In this theory, the entire biosphere is considered to be a vast self-regulating organism, and therefore destruction or illness in one aspect can jeopardize the entirety.

It is perhaps for this reason that shamanic practices are experiencing a global resurgence. In large part, human beings are no longer attending to being in harmony. For most of our collective human past, people nurtured very good relationships with nature and all that is created. Our ancestors made offerings, revered their ancestors, honored Mother Earth, and understood that caring for the plants and animals was a part of living a harmonious life. The result is that many human beings feel fractured, fragmented, and disconnected from the Source, and the environment has become sick.

Shamanism can provide a platform through which human beings can be restored to harmony. By becoming intrepid explorers of the numinous, we will once again experience the profound sacredness of nature. In doing so we will be drawn to participate in healing the complex interrelationships that sustain all life. It is clear that shamans’ drumbeats are calling us to remember our own preciousness and the precious nature of this extraordinary planet. The unique practices of Nepal are one pathway to a renewal of the covenant we once had as stewards of Earth.


JOURNEYING BASICS FOR BEGINNERS: THE SHAMANIC BRIDGE BETWEEN WORLDS

The shamanic journey is a method for exploring hidden realms beyond the limits of our senses and our ordinary perceptions of time and space. The journey functions as a bridge between our everyday state of awareness and an expanded state that provides access to deeper worlds of consciousness, which hold the wisdom of nature, of the ancestors, and of transcendent spirit beings. Practiced by people for tens of thousands of years, it is based in the understanding that everything has a spirit or consciousness that can be available for communication and relationship.

In the journey state, our brain emits waves in the high alpha and theta range and activity shifts more into the right hemisphere. During this process our imagination is heightened as is our intuition, creativity, and ability to problem solve and synthesize information. With continued practice, these beneficial effects also become more sustained even while in ordinary awareness.

The journey through a spiritual landscape provides a kind of interface for the mind to assimilate information, guidance, and insight from the numinous world. The familiar reference of place supports that which lies beyond our senses—the nonlocal world—to be more easily grasped. These hidden realms are typically perceived as having three levels.

The Lower World is a realm beneath the earth that is characterized by a lush and vibrant landscape. It is filled with the spirits of animals, rocks, birds, plants, and those creatures that are extinct or that we think of as mythological. The Lower World feels very primordial in nature. For instance, an animal in the Lower World feels more like an ancestor or spiritual template for the physical animals that live on Earth.

Passing through the sky accesses the Upper World. Many kinds of spirits are found in this level. The spiritual teachers found in the Upper World make themselves available to answer our questions, guide our steps, and encourage our own inherent inner wisdom. Like Lower World spirits, these teachers are safe sources of knowledge. These spirits, who have no need for a form, take a shape that is most useful for our interactions, which is most often humanlike in appearance.

The hidden reality of the world in which we live is called the Middle World. This realm is the place of physical manifestation. It is inhabited by all the spirits of the natural world, the elements, and the guardian spirits of nature we call “the Hidden Folk.” The elves, nisse, aspara, dwarves, briksha, faeries, greenmen and greenwomen, gandarva, and other similar beings are those who were honored by our ancestors as protectors and enliveners of the natural world.

Middle World is also the place of physical manifestation. It is the place where the word is made flesh, where quantum vibration becomes physical matter. This refers not only to living beings but also to the energies of feelings, thoughts, and desires. For this reason, we need to be able to work both safely and with humility in this realm. The Middle World is where human beings have, in their unconsciousness, manifested the unbeneficial energies that need to be rebalanced. It is also where the disembodied spirits of the dead, negative emotional energy, and other spiritual and physical hazards reside.

Although the Middle World is rich with spiritual wisdom, journeyers need to learn to travel there safely and with discernment. For these reasons, it is necessary to make strong connections with protective, helpful, and healing spirits in the Lower and Upper Worlds before doing more work in the Middle World.

Journeys are accomplished by using repetitive rhythms that assist us to more easily enter a visionary state. These may include stimuli such as repetitive drumming, rattling, chanting, or dancing. It is also useful to close off or diminish our ordinary sight with a blindfold or other screen so that our inner vision or “strong eye” can become more prominent.

On their visionary excursions, a guardian spirit in the form of an animal or bird typically accompanies a journeyer. These guardians are called power animals. A power animal is different from the animal spirits of the Middle World, being a transcendent spirit that is a teacher, guide, protector, and companion for the shaman. These spirits remind us of a primordial time when people and animals were more closely connected. In her essay “Rock Art and the Material Culture of Siberian and Central Asian Shamanism,” Ekaterina Devlet explained that many Siberian tribes believe that in the mythical, timeless period before the remembered time of human beings (a concept somewhat akin to the so-called dreamtime of Australian Aborigines), there were no distinctions in form or essence among people, animals, and birds. Furthermore, there is also a common belief throughout Siberia that when shamans step outside ordinary time and space to enter into the timeless world of the spirits, it gives them access to this deep, ancient kinship bond.

During the journey, a shaman receives information and guidance and then retraces his or her steps to return fully to ordinary consciousness. This moving in and out of this visionary state is what defines the shaman. Here are the directions for journeying to meet a power animal. Your journey will begin in a favorite place in nature and go into the Lower World.

[image: image] Journey to Meet a Power Animal

This ceremony is best done when you are rested and alert. Please read through the directions carefully several times and gather all that you’ll need before you begin. For this exercise, you will need:


	A comfortable place to sit or lie down

	A way to listen to the shamanic journey rhythm (A free download of a fifteen-minute journey drumming audio track with callback signal is available at 
	www.evelynrysdyk.com/myspiritwalk.html.)

	A blindfold or bandanna for covering your eyes

	Your journal or a notebook and a pen



[image: image] Making the Journey


	First, situate yourself in your comfortable place and in a comfortable position with your blindfold over your eyes.

	Put on the headphones and have the recording ready to play but do not start it yet. This recording will help you to expand your awareness into the journey state more easily.

	Take a few minutes to breathe deeply and remember something that fills you with gratitude.

	Once you have gotten yourself fully into gratitude, allow your memory to take you back to the most magical of your place memories. Choose a place in which you have felt safe. These are often places in nature we have felt to be sacred. Once in that place in your memory, allow yourself to experience it again with all of your senses.

	Filled with the strong feelings of that place, begin the shamanic journey drumming audio file. While listening to the drumming, engage all of your senses in being in your special place.

    Notice as much as you can. What time of day is it? Where is the sun or moon? Is there a breeze or is it still? Are the scents of flowers, the ocean, or pine trees present? What is the ground around you like? Be as fully present in this place as you are able. Continue to explore. Get to know the trees, stones, and plants of your power-filled place.

	Look for a place where you can go down to the Lower World. This can be an animal burrow, a hollow tree, or some other opening in the earth.

	Enter the opening with the intention to travel downward into the Lower World to meet your power animal.

	Keep going down through the passageway until you come out in a landscape.

	Continue to repeat your heart’s intention about meeting the spirit of your power animal. Feel it already accomplished, and while doing so, use all of your senses to look for an animal or bird that is revealing itself to you.

	You will know when you meet a power animal by noticing an animal or bird that stays close. The animal may greet you, speak to you, or make some other strong form of connection. Be persistent until you meet.

	Continue getting to know your power animal until the drumming changes to the callback signal.

	Once you hear the change in the drumming, thank the power animal for being with you and retrace your steps back to your starting place. As you retrace your steps, you will return your awareness to ordinary reality.

	When the callback is finished, take a deep breath, gently remove your headphones and blindfold, and open your eyes.



Take some time to savor the experience and to understand all that you were given. Allow your heart to receive the gifts and write in your journal all that you have experienced.

[image: image] Journey Explorations

Journey to your power animal to ask: How do I honor you?

Journey to your power animal to ask: How can you help me in my life?

Journey to your power animal to ask: How may we work together in harmony?

Each time you journey, record the content of your journey and your perceptions about what you received.

If you didn’t meet a power animal initially, don’t worry. This kind of work can take some time. Be persistent and keep journeying to the Lower World until you do. Indeed, once you meet this being, you’ll want to make numerous journeys to it. You are in the process of getting to know your power animal and developing a power-filled relationship. Let your power animal show you around the Lower World. Get to know how it communicates with you and how you are able to understand each other. Be compassionate and gentle with yourself as you learn and practice journeying to your power animal until you feel truly connected with this wonderful being.

Once you have developed a good, working relationship with your power animal, ask the animal in a journey to take you to meet a teacher in the Upper World. Have a simple how, what, where, or why question prepared before the journey to ask the teacher once you meet. (Don’t use a when question as spirits do not recognize time in the same way humans do.) When you meet a being in human form, ask her or him: Are you my teacher? If you receive an affirmative answer, then ask the question you have prepared. Remember that anything that happens after you ask the question may be part of the answer.

There are many methods available to you to learn more about the shamanic journey process. These include wonderful books, audios, and even teleconferences. However, if it is possible, the best way to learn is to seek out a skilled teacher who is able to guide you.
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Everything Has a Beginning

In mythic stories, the hero or heroine starts in one place—emotionally, mentally, and physically—but through his or her experiences and challenges grows and changes as the story proceeds. The same pattern holds true in our ordinary life. We begin our lives in innocent awareness as children. As time and experience progress, we develop our thoughts, our perceptions, and our ways of understanding.
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