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For Sobuko

My forever friend and guide



The Quantum Akashic Field

“The Quantum Akashic Field is open for exploration to all who develop a systematic strategy of meditation and creative imagination. By sharing his own out-of-body experiences, recorded through the years in his personal journals, Jim Willis serves as our guide into that world of mystery and revelation.”

— GEORGE NOORY, host of Coast to Coast AM

“Jim Willis, through a combination of modern science and very personal experience, manages to produce a veritable DIY guide for anyone interested in out-of-body experience (OBE). This book should cause the steadfast nonbeliever to admit that there is at least a scientifically based possibility that the OBE phenomenon is plausible and provides validation as well as explanations and encouragement for those who have experience with OBEs. If ever there was a successful explanation for the inexplicable, this book is it.”

— GERRY BAILEY, computer scientist, systems engineer, and OBE practitioner

“Willis weaves together science, metaphysics, and cultural references in a thoughtful exploration of the out-of-body experience. Using his fascinating and highly symbolic personal experiences, he gently but logically guides us to see that OBEs are a natural part of our spiritual development. This book is a great summary of the basics, with inspiring personal examples, encouragement, and practical guidance that is both useful for the beginner and a valuable refresher for those looking to enhance their experience.

— WILLIAM BUHLMAN, author of Adventures Beyond the Body

“Another brilliant book by Jim Willis. How he manages to make complex concepts so easily accessible, I don’t know. Read it at your own risk!”

— ELYN AVIVA, PhD, MDiv, author of The Question: A Magical Fable

“Combining cutting-edge theories, mysticism, and personal narratives, Jim Willis provides a fascinating overview of the out-of-body experience. Willis seamlessly makes connections between such diverse topics as perception, consciousness, philosophy, shamanism, and quantum physics, which challenges readers to look beyond their present assumptions about who and what they really are.”

— PAUL J. LESLIE, psychotherapist, author, educator, author of The Art of Creating a Magical Session

“This is a very dangerous book. With his ability to tell a good story, Jim Willis can draw you right out of your body and into the astral planes. So, if you choose to read it, don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

— GARY WHITE, PhD, professor emeritus at Iowa State University and coauthor of the Powerful Places guidebook series

“Accessing the fabled Akashic records has always been a curiosity of mine, and in his book The Quantum Akashic Field Jim provides a fun and easy-to-understand guide for exploring this sacred domain.”

— CLIFF DUNNING, host and producer of Earth Ancients podcast

“Jim Willis has written a wonder-filled, magical book. Thoroughly acquainted with the theoretical principles of the new physics and how they relate to the problem of consciousness, he offers sage practical advice on how to achieve a conscious out-of-body experience and navigate the challenging terrain of non-ordinary states of consciousness. . . . Marinated in the narrow, intellectualistic rationalism of our mainstream Western culture and an equally narrow and dogmatic fundamentalist form of Christianity, Willis shares how he managed to free himself from these mental prisons and experience ever-wider, more expansive and inclusive states of awareness.”

— JOSEPH M. FELSER, Ph.D., professor of philosophy at Kingsborough Community College, author of The Way Back to Paradise and The Myth of the Great Ending, and former board member of the Monroe Institute
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INTRODUCTION

“The Master Game involves the quest for spiritual awakening, enlightenment, and liberation. The goal is to discover one’s own true nature and to know from direct, empirical experience that this nature is both sacred and immortal.”

Hank Wesselman in Visionseeker


What If?

What if someone were to tell you that your five senses of touch, sight, smell, hearing, and taste, important senses that have evolved to help you relate to and interact with the world around you, also serve as filters that cut you off from a true experience of the totality of reality? What if that person were to further explain that the scientific method, that marvelous, systematic, investigative technique that relentlessly explores, tracks down, measures, and describes the world around us, is insufficient to fully explain the nature of the cosmic ocean in which we live and move and have our very being? And what if you were to learn that almost everything you have been taught about reality is an illusion?

Would you accept it? Would you believe it? Would it change your life?

Most people would probably respond with an emphatic, “No! I’m doing just fine, thank you!”

But the fact that you chose to even begin reading this book proves you are probably not like most people.

You are curious. You sense that there is something going on beneath the surface of your day-to-day life. You have read enough to know that new discoveries in almost every scientific discipline are overturning the safe and comfortable story of existence that has been the staple of academic life for generations. You have watched enough of the History Channel on TV to begin to suspect that most religions, as practiced today, don’t truly represent the teachings of their original founders. You have become aware that ancient texts, these days readily available via the Internet, offer puzzling enigmas and mysterious allusions which suggest that our distant ancestors seemed to be in touch with forces we have long forgotten—forces that may have atrophied due to disuse but still lie dormant deep within, waiting for us to access them.

In this book we’re going to explore some of these ideas. Together, we will seek avenues that lead to a reality outside the normal perception realm of most contemporary experience. We’ll discover that what many of us have been taught is insufficient. We’ll try to penetrate to the essence of the freedom that lies just beyond our waking consciousness. Call it quantum perception.

When we, either by accident or intentional design, somehow bypass our senses while still fully awake and aware, we discover that consciousness is not a by-product of our brains. It doesn’t originate in the brain at all. It is universal. The brain is an organizer, not a producer, of consciousness. It is more like a radio than a generator. Once we bypass the filters of our five senses and connect to universal consciousness outside our familiar sensory parameters, the effect can be staggering. We realize we are more than our bodies—that our bodies simply house our essence.

It’s as simple, and as complicated, as that. Out-of-Body and Near-Death Experiences occur when we are able to do an end run around our highly evolved sensory filters. When we escape the prison of our senses we achieve freedom. All that is becomes accessible. We have penetrated the quantum realm.

Let me share an entry from a dream journal that I’ve kept on and off for years:

September 4, 2012

I’m fully alert, even though my body is relaxed. I try to remain calm and patient so as to let things unfold at their own rate. An image pops into my mind, totally unbidden. It’s a picture of a monkey, hopping up to a window in his cage. I notice that the window is open. There’s nothing to stop the monkey from jumping outside. I immediately interpret that as meaningful. I am the monkey and I can leave my cage—my body.

Then the scene changes. I see a gate—iron bars standing between stone pillars. But the gate is open. I can walk through if I want. After some mental struggle I stand at the open gate and gaze out onto a magnificent vista. Way below me is a whole universe of towns and villages. I ask to change into a hawk so I can fly over the whole thing and see it from above. When that doesn’t happen I ask to fall into it—toward it. I await some spectacular result.

But then it occurs to me that even this, as magnificent as it is, is a mental construct of my own. So I ask to see Reality, not my own idea of reality.

Suddenly the whole image rolls up like a scroll. For just a second I stare into a huge nothingness. I experience it as music—walking into music. For one, brief moment, I am aware of a tremendous pulsing throughout the core of my body. My heart and chest are pulsing—there is no other word that quite describes it. It’s not uncomfortable at all. If anything, it’s just the opposite. The feeling is wonderful. I feel it, and am conscious that I am feeling it, and it feels profoundly peaceful. I really don’t want it to end, but I realize that my journey for today is almost over. I went a little farther than ever before, and have the feeling that’s the way it’s going to be. Each day, one more step. Gradually. Inch by inch.

Unseen worlds glimpsed in dreams and visions comprise the very realms, spruced up with newly minted scientific vocabulary, that shamans, dowsers, and mystics have been exploring for thousands of years. And it’s closer than you can imagine!




Our Objective

Our objective is simply stated, if not quite so simply achieved:

When you finish this book, I hope you will have both the desire to perceive dimensions that are now filtered out by your five senses and a good idea of how to go about achieving that desire.

That’s the goal. Someday, when your body ceases to function, you will experience those dimensions. Everyone does, because everyone dies. But why not at least view some coming attractions so you will know what to expect and be better prepared when the time comes? Why not experience reality now?

I well remember a phone call I received late one night. A good friend of mine was dying and wasn’t expected to live until morning. This man had led an exemplary life throughout. He had founded a college, enjoyed a successful teaching career, served in various local political offices, and made a small fortune along the way. He was also a deacon in the church and had the reputation of being a well-respected pillar of the community. His nurse said he had asked for me, his minister, so of course I got out of bed and quickly made my way to be with him.

I found him in tears. When I asked if he was ready to cross over he said something I will never forget: “Jim, for my whole life I have done everything but the one thing that was most important. I never prepared for this moment.”

We were lucky. He made it through that long night and lasted for ten more. I spent a few hours of every one of those next few days with him. I hope I was able to help. I don’t know if I taught him anything. I know he taught me a lot.

This book, hopefully, will help you be better prepared than my friend, the college professor.




The Method We Will Follow

In Part One we’re going to study the theory behind Out-of-Body Experiences. We’ll look at the difference between dreams and visions and explore ways in which imagination can serve a much greater purpose than mere fantasy. We’ll learn about maintaining fully conscious perception without relying on the filtering effects of the five senses.

What kind of help from the other side can we expect? Do spirit guides, our “Higher Self,” or guardian angels exist? How do we interpret what appears to be a bizarre, totally unfamiliar landscape? This section will serve as an OBE (Out-of-Body Experience) primer.

Then, after a brief excursion into the history, anecdotal evidence and science undergirding OBE research, we’ll move on to Part Two. There we’ll begin to discover techniques which will help us have the experience ourselves. We don’t need to learn exotic methods or experiment with illegal hallucinogens. There are safe, time-tested and simple meditative techniques which, if practiced diligently, can aid us in moving out of body within the safe confines of our own homes. Perceiving reality outside the prison of our senses is possible for everyone. This section of the book will give us a focused place to start.

Werner Heisenberg, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist, once said, “The first gulp from the glass of natural sciences will turn you into an atheist, but at the bottom of the glass God is waiting for you.”

My response?

Drink up, everyone! The Quantum Akashic Field awaits! Let’s begin.





PART ONE

THE THEORY





THEORY INTRODUCTION

“Man’s ordinary state of consciousness, his so-called waking state, is not the highest level of consciousness of which he is capable. In fact, this state is so far from real awakening that it could appropriately be called a form of waking sleep.”

Robert De Ropp in The Master Game


The “Real World” Illusion

Seeing beyond the illusion of what we call the “real” world is not easy. It hasn’t been for more than a hundred years, a century that featured solid scientific research. It takes work and discipline.

Pinch yourself, for instance, and your body seems solid. Your senses insist this is the case. It seems to be an essential, irrevocable truth. But the plain facts of science, regardless of what normally seems so patently obvious, prove that your senses are deceiving you. You are not solid. You are a churning, seething, bundle of energy. Subatomic particles within your body and your surroundings are zooming in and out of material existence, some surviving for only a matter of seconds or less before disappearing and being replaced. Cells are forming, reproducing and sloughing off your skin. Internal organs are performing their functions without your knowledge or overt consent. Despite your feelings of permanence, you are on a journey that eventually leads to old age and death. That’s called life, and there is simply no denying it.

But wait! There’s more! The entity that you call “you” is a mass of perpetual motion, no matter how peaceful and still you may feel. You inhabit a galaxy that is hurtling through space, while standing on a planet that is orbiting the sun and revolving on its axis at the same time. What this means is that if you are an average reader, in the time it took you to read this paragraph, given the fact that you are rushing along through space at 530 miles (853 kilometers) per second, you are now more than 8,000 miles (12,875 kilometers) away from the point you were when you began reading.

Given that reality, maybe it’s time to rethink the whole idea of what it is and what it means to be alive and conscious. If we can’t trust a point of view that seems to be centered within us, maybe it’s time to visualize a new perspective—one that better conforms to these physical facts we know to be true.

The whole conception of a non-material “you,” whether we call it consciousness, soul, essence, or ego, that resides in a body or brain, is obsolete. It’s not wrong. It’s simply insufficient.

We refer to this essence when we say “my brain” or “my body” or “my foot.” Where does the one who says “my” reside? What part of the body houses your “my?” Is there an essential organ or structure that is indispensable to the “I” who says “my?”

We used to say it was the heart. When the heart stopped beating, life ceased. Then we learned how to keep people alive with artificial hearts.

We once said it lived in the brain. But then we learned how to keep people alive even after they were pronounced “brain-dead.”

More and more it becomes obvious that our essence, the essential entity we call “I,” resides only temporarily in our material bodies. From time to time it seems as though it escapes its confines. That’s what Out-of-Body and Near-Death Experiences are. Our immaterial essence seems to move away from our material bodies while fully conscious. We gain a new perspective. We change, quite literally, our point of view.

Perceiving reality from outside your material body is not a mystical, “woo-woo” experience. It is extraordinarily common. It has a long and illustrious history going back thousands upon thousands of years, and forms the basis of virtually every religion on earth. The experience is backed up by reputable scientific data, has been studied and reported in medical journals, and is still an object of protocol in virtually every major hospital whenever a patient regains consciousness after undergoing clinical death.

Even our language betrays its presence:

“My life passed before my eyes!”

“I thought I’d died and gone to heaven!”

“If I should die before I wake I pray the Lord my soul to take.”

So if we’re going to take OBEs seriously the first hurdle we face is to examine them seriously. That’s not easy in a world prone to sarcasm and ridicule of anything outside normal experience.

When my book, Supernatural Gods, came out I was interviewed on many radio shows and podcasts. Most of the interviews were fun and informative. The hosts were open and receptive. One, however, revealed a typically close-minded attitude that is all too common these days.

“Why do you insist that meditation is so important?” the host exclaimed. “I don’t meditate and I’m doing just fine!”

All I could do was shake my head. Here was a man who didn’t meditate, which was fine, I suppose. It seemed to be working for him. But despite his lack of knowledge he felt qualified to criticize something about which he, by his own admission, had no familiarity.

That’s a difficult obstacle to overcome in polite conversation.

If you are new to the Out-of-Body Experience, if you are either trying to understand something that happened to you in a dream or waking vision, or searching for your own initial waking OBE, rest assured that there is good science behind the whole subject. You don’t have to check your intellect at the door. You don’t have to be religious or spiritual. Indeed, sometimes such things even get in the way.

OBEs, by their very nature, feel mystical and supernatural. After all, although they occur outside the arena of the senses we still have to use our sense-governed intellect to interpret and describe them when they’re over. That can make them sound other worldly. But they don’t require appealing to gods or angels. There are no higher powers you have to appease. You don’t have to atone for your sins or ask to be blessed by a “consecrated” authority.

Instead, they are rooted in simple, scientifically-based principles that underlie the very nature of biological life itself. Physicists have only quite recently discovered a whole quantum-based reality that mystics, shamans, and dowsers have been exploring for thousands of years. But since that discovery, practical researchers and mystic practitioners of what has sometimes been called the metaphysical arts are now traveling the same highway. One group found their way into the fast lane by using complex mathematics. The other arrived through the use of intensive intuitive skills. But each contributed a language and road map that describe a similar experience.




A Brief History

Early in the twentieth century Albert Einstein demonstrated to a handful of physicists that time and space, the very cornerstones of what we experience as the “real” world, are not fixed, stable entities. Up until then everyone assumed that the one thing we could count on, aside from death and taxes, was that a minute was always a minute and a mile always a mile. “Minute” and “mile,” or kilometer, were words we used to identify how much time had passed and how far we had traveled. They may be earth-bound measurements, but anyone, anywhere in the galaxy or the universe, who agreed to use those arbitrary measurements, could understand exactly how much time had passed or exactly how far something had traveled.

Then along came Einstein, who taught us that both distance and duration were relative to the local situation of the observer.

It gets worse. In 1919 a scientist by the name of Ernest Rutherford split an atom. Ever since the time of the Greeks, atoms had been thought to be the building blocks of everything. There was nothing smaller than an atom. But when Rutherford split an electron off from an oxygen atom he proved that what had previously been considered to be the building block of all nature was, in fact, made up of smaller particles.

Where was this going to end? Was nothing sacred?

As it turns out—no.

Werner Heisenberg soon developed his uncertainty principle. He answered the question “What is light?” with a multiple choice. It was either a wave or a particle, depending on how you chose to measure it. What an idea! A scientist could now determine the properties of light, depending on how he decided to look at it. He could choose! And his choice determined the outcome as much as anything inherent in light itself.

Paul Dirac, Erwin Schrödinger, and others went on to prove again and again to those who were curious enough to follow their theories, that how we perceive the universe is, in fact, an illusion.

There were many educated people who heard these theories, scoffed at them, and said, “I know what I see! I know what I experience! These guys are just pie-in-the-sky talkers who have no practical sense at all!” According to everyday principles, the scoffers were exactly right. If you drop a brick on your foot, it hurts. No amount of lecturing by a physicist, who tells you the brick and your foot are only perceived realities, is going to take away the pain. A tangible aspirin works much better.

But on another level, a strictly scientific one, Einstein, Heisenberg, Dirac, and Schrödinger were right. And they were only the tip of the iceberg. In 1916, Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead had set out to prove that mathematical systems were purely logical. They couldn’t do it. Instead Kurt Gödel, in 1931, proved that no system of mathematics could be proven by its own, or any other, set of rules. Even Russell’s colleague at Cambridge, Ludwig Wittgenstein, seemed to conspire against him. Wittgenstein insisted that language itself was not to be trusted. He believed that “logical” descriptions of “real” situations were misguided at best, and possibly even outright deceptions. Together, all these folks concluded that we cannot simply look at the world, describe what we see, and arrive at conclusions as to what it really is. Everything is subjective. Everything is relative. It all depends on context—who we are, where we are, and what we see.

In short, given the state of modern science and the traditions of religious thought we have inherited, it now appears certain that there is more to life than that which we perceive with our senses. There are unseen worlds that influence our perception of reality. What’s more, they actually form it! And although we cannot observe those worlds with the microscopes and telescopes now available, we can explore them when we learn to bypass our five senses and move out and away from the body they define and regulate.

There are still many people who will read these words and say, “I know what I see!” No one will ever convince them that they have bought into the illusion. Such is its power over us. How strange it is that truth itself appears as a magical mirage.

But for thousands of years there have been those who saw through the illusion even though they had no way of quantifying their insights. By examining their dreams and visions, through carefully controlled and disciplined intuitive exercises, and by following the experiential threads of mystic inward journeys, they arrived at the conclusion that there are other worlds out there, awaiting exploration.

These worlds can appear downright strange at times when we try to describe them using language that was invented to explain things with which we are all familiar. After all, they are totally outside our experience. We can’t come back from such a journey and say, “This is what I saw!” The best we can say is, “What I saw looked something like this!”

Take this example from my journal, for instance. The experience happened many years ago but still seems as vivid as the day I wrote about it:

November 2, 2012

I wake up just before 3:30 and, with a lot of mental reservations, decide to meditate. (It’s cold outside the covers!) I go into the living room, sit in the chair I use for meditation, and turn on some soft music...

I affirm to myself that I am more than my body. I try to keep all external thoughts at bay. That doesn’t work, of course, so I mentally step outside myself and become the Watcher, who simply observes the person who is doing all this frantic thinking. With that simple step, everything changes. I see my body lying in the chair as a separate entity, a vehicle for consciousness. But I am outside. What does the Watcher look like? I don’t have the slightest idea. I can describe my body in the chair. But that’s all.

What happens next is very difficult to describe...

I am covered with a piece of something that looks like cardboard. Maybe I’m in a box. But the cardboard is easily removed, perhaps with some help from someone else. I’m not certain. Then confusion. I ask for clarity. Then I take off.

Soaring—flying free—twisting and turning—tumbling—freedom—joy.

At one point I seem to approach a defining horizon. Above is light. Pure light. Not even light, really, just blazing whiteness. Below is darkness. But the darkness is dotted with pinpricks of light. It seems to be the universe. For a moment, an immense being, I think it’s me, holds the darkness in his hand. He is smiling. I feel that he could enter that universe at any time and at any place, with just a thought. Then he holds, not the universe, but an old fashioned cigar box. This, too, contains something, but I don’t know what it might be. Perhaps it is the universe. Perhaps just my body. But he kneels as he studies it intently.

Next I see pillars of light either supporting or being drawn towards the light. One of them is rooted at some earthly vortex. Another seems to come from the Medicine Wheel I recently built in a valley below our house. There are many more. They form some kind of structure that reaches towards the world of light. It’s as if they form great pillars that support the sky—Stonehenge on steroids or Disney gone berserk. But maybe they simply connect the two worlds. I don’t know.

How can an image so incredibly visual and real be so hard to describe with words?

By now an hour has gone by and the CD music starts over for the third time. I am conscious of the fact that I can stay out longer if I wish. But somehow I am too full of images and pictures. It’s time to return. So I do.




Meanings

I have no idea what happened during that hour of meditation. I don’t know if it contained some sort of message or not. It felt as though it did, but if so, the message eludes me to this day, many years later. I am fully aware that it might have been a kind of lucid dream, a freedom-wish fantasy from my subconscious. After all, I’d been wrapped up in the usual worldly cycle of tasks that consume us all. Good things. Practical things. But I often feel that such a mind-set cuts us off from Spirit. There are reasons mystics go out in the deserts or up on mountain tops to get away from humdrum necessities. As important as these daily tasks seem, and they are important, they are trivial compared with the real work of Reality. After all, if I am that Being who’s “got the whole world in his hands,” the choice of what color to paint the kitchen cabinets is really not very important.

So whether it was a lucid dream, fantasy, or OBE, that makes at least the basic message easy to decipher.

“I am more than my body!”

Amen to that!




Moving Forward

The task now before us is to examine the theory behind Out-of-Body Experiences. What’s the difference between dreams, visions and fully fledged OBEs? Can we chalk it all up to imagination? Is there any empirical data that suggests we can actually “move” outside our bodies while fully conscious? If so, what actually “moves?” If it is possible to move outside material reality, what will we perceive? Are the ancient stories and myths about spirit guides or helpers who live in unseen realms really true? Do such beings exist? And what else can we expect to find “out there?” These are the questions to which we now turn.





ONE

DREAMS AND VISIONS

“Dream: A series of thoughts, images, or emotions occurring during sleep.

Lucid Dream: A dream in which the sleeper is aware that he or she is dreaming and is sometimes able to control or influence the course of the dream.

Vision: Something seen in a dream, trance, or ecstasy; especially a supernatural appearance that conveys a revelation.”

Merriam-Webster Dictionary


The World of Dreams

Where does imagination stop and reality begin? How can you tell the difference between something that happens in your experience and something that happens in your mind, given the fact that anything that happens “outside” has to be eventually interpreted by our brains, which are most definitely “inside?”

These are tough questions. Joseph Campbell, the college professor who, more than anyone else, brought the study of mythology into public consciousness after his conversations with Bill Moyers were broadcast on the PBS special, The Power of Myth, once said that dreams are a great source of the spirit. There are cultures that take dreams much more seriously than contemporary western audiences. The Aborigines of Australia regularly “dream the fire” and consider what they call the Dream World to be more real than the outward world of illusion we call normal life. The traditional closing words each evening spoken by the innkeepers who were called the “Keepers of the Shrine” in Celtic folklore, were always the same: “May the Gods send you a dream.”

But what are dreams?

The truth is, no one really knows.

There are lots of ideas, of course.

Henry David Thoreau once called dreams the “touchstones of our characters.”

Robert Moss, in his book, Dreamgates, wrote:

“Our physical reality is surrounded and permeated by the vigorous, thrumming life of the realms of spirit and imagination to which we return, night after night, in dream. There is no distance between the Otherworld and its inhabitants and our familiar, sensory reality; there is only a difference in frequency.”

In this age of amazing and awe-inspiring scientific revelations about how the body works, in this age of discoveries concerning mitochondrial DNA and cell reproduction, in this age of Technicolor NASA flights and Mars Rovers, an amazing fact stands out above all else. At least it seems amazing to me. We have been sleeping and dreaming for millions of years, and no one knows why.

That’s right. No one. In spite of comprehensive research coming out of thousands of sleep clinics established coast to coast and around the world, the first and greatest commandment of sleep research is this: No one knows why we sleep. And the second is like unto it: No one knows why we dream, either.

Sigmund Freud was the first modern psychiatrist to bring the study of dreams to the attention of the general public. His theory of dreams was that they were a representation of unconscious desires, motivations, and thoughts. He came to believe that we are driven by sexual and aggressive instincts that, due to social pressures, we repress from our conscious awareness. Because these thoughts are not consciously acknowledged, they find their way into our awareness through dreams. In his book, The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud wrote that dreams are “disguised fulfillments of repressed wishes.”

J. Allan Hobson and Robert McCarley suggested that dreams are a symbolic interpretation of signals generated by the brain during sleep. The symbols, if interpreted correctly by a trained analyst, can reveal clues which help us understand what is going on in our subjective unconscious.

A more contemporary idea emerged as computers caught on. When your home computer “sleeps” at night—in other words, when you’re not using it—some programs automatically kick in. They spend time cleaning up and organizing “clutter,” defragmenting and systematizing things so the computer will work more efficiently. This dream model speculates that your brain operates in the same way. When you “shut down” in sleep, your brain goes to work organizing all the thoughts and external stimuli you encountered during the day.

Yet another theory proposes that dreams operate as a kind of therapeutic psychotherapy session. Your brain tries to make sense out of things while you sleep in the safe environment of your bed, somewhat akin to a therapist’s couch. Things that happen to you are analyzed for meaning and projected on the wall of your conscious mind when you wake up and remember. Your emotions help make sense of the symbols.

We might very well discover that one or more of these models is correct. Perhaps the truth lies in combining parts of all of them. But for thousands of years shamans and mystics have taught that in dreams our normal waking consciousness is let out to play. It separates from its confines within the material body and brain and returns to its mystic union with the One. That is the purpose of sleep, they remind us. Without this daily renewal, life in the material world would simply be too hard to endure.

Modern sleep-deprivation and dream-deprivation studies seem to indicate that this is, indeed, the case. When we are tired and deprived of sleep, our creativity goes first. Then we start to forget things. Finally we go completely mad and die. In this day and age we may not fully understand what sleep and dreaming are all about, but we know that the material body ceases to function without them. Death is the result. That seems a pretty good indication that the ancients knew something about the importance of dreaming.

What this means is that dreams might well be considered another name for Out-of-Body Experiences, without which we would soon go mad and die.

Traditional shamans go even further. They claim that when released from the normal bounds of restraints of the waking, analytical hemisphere in our brains, our true nature, our consciousness, returns to the Source. They believe that with practice we can actually follow along while fully conscious. In dreams we perceive parallel dimensions in which we learn truths that guide our waking activities. The trick is to intentionally apply those truths to our waking experience.

Consider this example, for instance, from my own dream journal:

July 24, 2012

I own property and am with a surveyor who is laying out a line that will add acreage to what I already own. In the dream, the surveyor ran the line and I saw that it encompassed a lot of land. There was a pond, woods, and a lovely mountain that adjoined my land. It was a paradise and I almost couldn’t believe what I was about to acquire.

But when I tried to walk down the new line I got lost. I kept veering, somehow, to the right. I was venturing into territory where other people lived. It became more and more crowded and uncomfortable. Knowing the newly surveyed line demarcating my acquisition was over to the left, I finally found a sort of unpleasant woman and her son who would guide me back to my land. But when the woman guided me to the left and toward my property, she led me into a walk-in safe, much as you would find in a bank. I had the impression that we were underground, but still somehow on the way to my new land. She said to me, “This is where we (meaning she and her son) have to live when you die.” She began closing the door behind her, and, spinning the combination lock, opened another door that made up one of the walls. Behind that there was another door . . . and another . . . and another. I began to have a claustrophobic attack.

“How do I get out of here?” I asked, with some real concern. I noticed colored lines, black and red, painted on the door and corresponding wall.

“It’s easy,” she said. “Just remember, black on black and red on red.” I had the impression that the colored lines had to match up in order to open the door.

Then, just as a moment of real claustrophobia struck, I woke up, sweating and breathing hard, as if I was experiencing a panic attack.
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