
    
      [image: Cover Image]
    

  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  
    
      Ecstatic Soul
Retrieval

      “In Ecstatic Soul Retrieval ancient spiritual channels are opened so the inherent healing wisdom of the body comes alive—in a modern clinical setting. Upon being guided into expanded states of consciousness, clients transform core negative and limiting beliefs to create a more connected and Earth-honoring life. You will be inspired as you read this book. Brink’s use of ecstatic trance in psychotherapy is as natural and replicable as it is brilliant.”

      LLYN ROBERTS, COAUTHOR OF SPEAKING WITH NATURE AND AUTHOR OF SHAPESHIFTING INTO HIGHER CONSCIOUSNESS

      “Drawing upon his prior work with the use of ancient shamanic postures and drumming to produce ecstatic trance where stories come forward, Brink shows how these techniques facilitate the healing process in a wide variety of clinical situations. The richness of this book comes from this bridging of shamanic and psychotherapy practices and, perhaps even more, from the fountain of illustrative stories he presents.”

      RAYMOND HILLIS, PH.D., PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF COUNSELING AT CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, LOS ANGELES

      “By incorporating various physical postures to enhance particular types of shamanic journeying/trance work, Brink extends the boundaries of the mind-body connection. His detailed case histories show how powerful this work can be in helping clients get ‘unstuck.’ By learning to access their own imagination and to draw from the richness of archetype in the collective unconscious, Brink’s clients discover ways to create better, more resourceful life stories, replacing old, tired, impoverished ones. Thank you, Nick, for this valuable guide to an integrative and inclusive approach to hypnosis and ancient shamanic practices!”

      PETER L. BLUM, CERTIFIED INSTRUCTOR FOR THE NATIONAL GUILD OF HYPNOTISTS AND FACULTY MEMBER OF DR. LEWIS MEHL-MADRONA’S COYOTE INSTITUTE

      “Ecstatic Soul Retrieval will be invaluable for all students of the ecstatic trance postures who are interested in the psychological impact of the method. The case studies in Nick’s book provide us with a wide array of material to help us understand how to use the trance postures in the field of therapy. This book will be of great help in teaching more people about the healing power of the ecstatic trance postures.”

      ANNETTE KI SALMEN, M.A., TEACHER AND TRAINER OF THE CUYAMUNGUE METHOD
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      Foreword

      Stanley Krippner, Ph.D.

      Obsessive thinking and compulsive behavior are two of the most difficult problems that clients bring to their psychotherapists. Obsessive thoughts—for example, “Everyone I meet must like me” or “I must be on my guard all of the time”—and compulsive behavior like drug or alcohol addiction, sexual promiscuity, or road rage affect a number of people and are the source of considerable suffering in this world. Most psychologists and psychotherapists attempt to replace the repetitive, dysfunctional self-talk heard in the narratives their clients with these disorders tell them with positive, life-affirming thoughts or counter-narratives. My old friend Milton Erickson, a renowned psychiatrist, referred to these changes as shifts, reorganizations of a person’s inner and outer lives. Erickson used mental imagery, hypnosis, and dream work with his clients to effect shifts—the same resources as those described by Nicholas Brink in this provocative book, Ecstatic Soul Retrieval. However, Brink adds another component, ecstatic trance—trance induced with the beating of a drum as used by tribal shamans—to this list of effective resources. He draws from the research of anthropologist Felicitas Goodman, who discovered the power of body postures in the trance experience, postures she believed were used by the tribal shamans of different cultures throughout time. Though the use of shamanic body postures and drumming may seem quite unusual and unexpected in psychotherapy, Brink offers an effective and meaningful transition for bringing these tools to the therapeutic setting.

      For millennia, the experiences of ecstatic trance, dreams, storytelling, and hypnotic-like techniques have been used by shamans to reduce suffering, deal with pain, and alleviate community discord. Over the years I have observed dozens of shamans from all six inhabited continents and have noticed that their indigenous healing methods employ all of these resources—their clients’ dream reports, their clients’ imagination, and their clients’ ability to respond to suggestion.

      For two decades I worked with Rolling Thunder, an intertribal medicine man who resided in Nevada. On one of my visits to his home he was listening to a young man’s narrative of a repetitive dream, a scenario in which a white buffalo was locked in mortal combat with a black buffalo. I expected Rolling Thunder to connect the dream with a Native American prophecy concerning the birth of a white buffalo, and this approach might have been appropriate if his client, Leonard, had been Native American instead of Euro-American. Instead, Rolling Thunder listened carefully as Leonard related the dream and described the anxiety he felt upon awakening. Then the medicine man asked Leonard to close his eyes and imagine that he was observing the two fighting animals. At this point he asked, “What part of yourself do you associate with the white buffalo and what part with the black buffalo?” Leonard remained silent for a few minutes and then replied, “The white buffalo is that part of me that wants to do important work in the world, that wants to honor and heal Mother Earth, and that wants to improve the living conditions for the needy people on the planet. The black buffalo is more practical and rather selfish. It is that part of me that wants to get a good job so that I can get married, buy a house, and raise a family. During my waking hours, I am torn between those two goals, and now I understand that I am bothered by this conflict even while I am asleep.” Rolling Thunder’s counternarrative continued as he asked Leonard to look around at the pasture where the two buffalo were fighting. Leonard responded that the pasture went on as far as the eye could see. Rolling Thunder asked, “Don’t you think there is enough room in the pasture for both buffalos? I have been working as a brakeman for the railroad for many years, and that is how I have supported my family. But that did not stop me from learning about Native American medicine and using it to help people who came my way. Soon I will start receiving a pension from the railroad and then I can devote even more of my time to following the Red Road of service.” When Leonard opened his eyes, he looked as if he had attained a type of inner peace. Apparently, he had experienced what Erickson would call a “shift” and realized that his two goals were both worthy and not incompatible with each other.

      There is a trickster element in shamanism, and Milton Erickson was well known for his mischievous streak. Both Erickson and tribal shamans would use certain “teaching tales” to trick their clients into getting well. Erickson often would treat compulsive behavior by encouraging his clients to indulge in even more of their dysfunctional behavior and not use their willpower to lessen the activity. Typically, the clients would stop behaving compulsively of their own accord. One night I helped Rolling Thunder treat Robert, a Native American man who had been battling alcoholism for several years. After I used hypnosis and guided imagery to enable Robert to find healthier alternatives to drinking, Rolling Thunder turned to some onlookers and offered his healing story: “I hope you all heard that owl hooting during the hypnosis session. An owl is a symbol of death, and Robert is locked in a life-and-death struggle with booze. But the owl hooted seven times, and seven is a lucky number. So I think Robert will make it.” Frankly I had not heard an owl hoot at all, much less seven times, but the onlookers nodded their heads in agreement, and Robert concurred. After I left Nevada, Robert stayed on for several months, engaging in various purification rituals, working one-on-one with Rolling Thunder and receiving support from the community. After he left for home he kept in touch with Rolling Thunder for a number of years, affirming that he had maintained his sobriety.

      A person’s trickster is the internal mischievous manipulator/healer (like Erickson and Rolling Thunder). This inner trickster reveals to people their black buffalo, the shadow part of the self that they try to ignore. This shadow side is not necessarily negative, and when ignored it can ruin someone’s life. However, when the shadow is given attention and nurtured, it can find its place in the pasture of a client’s psyche, gamboling with the white buffalo and with what shamans would call “inner power animals” or personal resources, thus laying its destructive power to rest.

      In this book Brink describes three of his former clients in fascinating detail—how through ecstatic trance each of them confronted and learned from their shadow side and defeated their dysfunctional parts to retrieve the parts that are healthy. Brink is a master storyteller whose teaching tales will enrich his readers’ appreciation of the complexities of the human psyche. He shows how ecstatic trance, in the hands of a competent psychotherapist, can help people replace dysfunctional personal narratives with the kind of self-talk, inner stories, and positive myths that reduce if not eliminate compulsions and obsessions. The result is a life filled with purpose, direction, and joy.

      Stanley Krippner, Ph.D., is professor of psychology at Saybrook University in Oakland, California, and coauthor of The Mythic Path: A Twelve-Week Course in Personal Mythology, The Voice of Rolling Thunder: A Medicine Man’s Wisdom for Walking the Red Road, and coeditor of The Shamanic Powers of Rolling Thunder, Healing States: A Journey into the World of Spiritual Healing and Shamanism, and Healing Tales: The Narrative Arts in Spiritual Traditions.
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      Introduction to Ecstatic Trance in the Therapeutic Setting

      
        Coyote as clown reminds us to laugh at ourselves and our problems. Laughter can come only when we gain perspective—a worry that isn’t funny to us in the moment may be in a few years, once we are out from under its shadow.
      

      LEWIS MEHL-MADRONA

      I have discovered that ecstatic trance, as used by the healers and shamans of ancient and contemporary hunter-gatherer cultures, can be a very effective tool in the process of psychotherapy. I have also used hypnotic trance, another form of trance, for over forty years and have found that it too is a powerful avenue for bringing about a healthy change in the way a person experiences the world—change that helps the person overcome behavioral and emotional problems and other kinds of concerns that bring one to therapy.

      Hypnotic trance and ecstatic trance are similar yet different, and some features of ecstatic trance offer an advantage over hypnotic trance. While hypnosis depends on verbal suggestions, ecstatic trance does not require such an extensive use of spoken words. Instead, direction is offered by the specific body postures and what these postures express. Even more significantly, the induction ritual as developed by Felicitas Goodman leads to a higher level of spiritual maturity. Traditional psychotherapy is satisfied with the resolution of the specific psychological problems a person brings to therapy; with this resolution, the person moves beyond being absorbed in the problem that limits his or her functioning as part of their community to become a good member-in-standing of their small, defined community of like-minded people. But with the inclusion of ecstatic trance in therapy, the person further discovers the broader horizon of different cultures beyond her or his small, defined community, as well as the interdependency of all life on Earth. In this way the door is opened to becoming a citizen of the world and a steward of the Earth.

      This chapter describes the nature of ecstatic trance in a therapeutic setting, and the next chapter delves into the nature and goals of psychotherapy, and specifically analytic hypnotherapy, which has many similarities to ecstatic trance for the retrieval of one’s soul. Here we will see how ecstatic trance can be adapted and used as a tool in psychotherapy. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are case studies that illustrate how this process works.

      
        THE TOOLS OF PSYCHOTHERAPY

        People who are experiencing emotional or behavioral problems often seek help from a psychologist. I began a clinical practice of psychotherapy in 1974, first for eight years in a state-run psychiatric hospital and then in private practice. There are many different methods and models for psychotherapy; mine has used dream work, hypnosis, and guided imagery as tools for accessing the unconscious mind to eventually provide relief from emotional or behavioral problems.

        In this process of psychotherapy I listen to many stories that clients tell me about themselves and their beliefs. Generally their stories reflect some misconceptions or other dysfunctional thoughts about life—often thoughts that they have not put into words, thoughts that are not conscious. I can think of many examples, but one in particular quickly comes to mind. I had a client who believed that something bad was going to happen to her, and she was experiencing greater and greater anxiety as time went by, believing that this “bad thing” was going to happen soon. This belief, though, was not conscious; that is, she had not voiced it, at least not for some years. But by accessing her unconscious thoughts through hypnosis, she became aware of her belief. She recalled that when she was young her aunt told her that her life so far had been good, but life does not remain good, and that something bad would eventually happen to her. With this recollection she realized that for many years she had carried this belief deep within her, a belief that was not necessarily true. Through hypnosis, a deeper life story arose, a story that needed to be rewritten.

        Some people may think that it might be easy to change such a life story by just not thinking it, but that is not the case. The belief had resided in her unconscious mind for much of her life; it was her natural way of thinking. As we will see later in this book in the case studies detailed in chapters 3, 4, and 5, willpower is not sufficient to change deeply engrained, reflexive thinking. One school of psychotherapy, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), suggests that if you rewrite the belief—for example, “There is no reason why my life cannot continue to be great”—and then repeat this new belief over and over again to yourself, it will eventually take up residence in your unconscious mind, replacing the dysfunctional belief. In the language of CBT the new belief will then become automatic. While there is some truth to this technique of CBT, it is usually not quite this easy.

        Hypnosis can be a much more powerful tool to help someone change a deep-seated belief. Around 1920, French-Swiss psychoanalyst Charles Baudouin offered several “laws of hypnosis,” the third being the law of reversed effort. This states that “when an idea imposes itself on the mind to such an extent as to give rise to a suggestion, all the conscious efforts which the subject makes in order to counteract this suggestion are not merely without the desired effect, but they actually run counter to the subject’s conscious wishes and tend to intensify the suggestion.”1 This kind of negative self-hypnosis was more recently restated by psychologist Daniel Araoz: “It is not will-power (left-hemispheric functioning) that produces change but imagination (right-hemispheric functioning). Conscious effort of the will is useless as long as the imagination is adverse to that effort.”2 While in trance the imagination is triggered and can override the negative beliefs by using statements like “Let your adult self go back and be with your younger self when your younger self first heard that bad things happen in life, and let your adult self reassure your younger self that this negative belief is not necessarily true, and that waiting for something bad to happen is a waste of time.” In the case of the woman mentioned above, this was the beginning of a new personal story to be learned by her. The hypnotic techniques of psychotherapy, and more specifically analytic hypnotherapy, are well described, with a number of case studies, in my first book, Grendel and His Mother.

      

      
        THE TRANCE STATE

        What is trance? It is a less critical, more focused, yet altered state of consciousness. The various forms of meditation, dreaming while sleeping, hypnosis, and ecstatic trance are all altered states of consciousness, each with its own differences and similarities. One aspect that all these altered states have in common is that each is a way of sidestepping the incessant thoughts of our conscious mind, thoughts that interfere with seeing beyond that which we call “rational” thinking. Rational thinking depends on sensory input from our recognized five senses: sight, sound, taste, smell, and touch. Trance takes us into an extrasensory world, a world beyond our senses, connecting us with our unconscious mind and beyond, to what has been variously called the collective unconscious, the universal mind, the Akashic field, the morphic field, and the divine matrix.

        We’ve all experienced trance. Have you ever gone to a movie and when it’s over you leave the theater feeling a brief sense of confusion, as in, “It’s still light out? Where did I park the car?” This feeling tells you that you were in a trance while watching the movie. Or if you are talking with a friend and what seems like ten minutes turns out to be an hour, you are in a trance. As a therapist I have learned how to lead a person into such a trance. This is done primarily through what psychologists call the yes-set, which will be described in more detail in the next chapter. By using trance, whether hypnotic or ecstatic, to sidestep the thoughts that interfere with the stories our unconscious mind tells us, these stories can be accessed. Connecting with these automatic stories that we may not be able to put into words brings us closer to the solutions of the problems that arise from these stories.

        These trance stories are often in a different language, the language of metaphor such as what we experience in our nighttime dreams. Metaphor is a shortcut way of organizing experiences, a way of relating different yet similar experiences through analogies. Also, the logic of these stories is different from rational logic, such as the rational deduction that B is caused by A, or that B follows A. In contrast, the logic within the trance state, whether it occurs in dreaming, hypnosis, or ecstatic trance, may be free of causality and time. In other words, in trance, B may cause A, or B may come before A or at the same time as A. Rational causality and order are lost and become time-free and transparent while in trance.

        Like various forms of trance, a dream is another altered state of consciousness. For some people dreams are meaningless, random images; to others they are divine revelations. From my own experience dreams are revelations from the unconscious that reflect the struggles of life, whether from the struggles between the parts of the self or from the struggles that result from relationships. They deal with life traumas, whether current or past, and provide direction for becoming self-actualized. Dreams clarify and reflect the struggles of dealing with changes in life and can be of great use as benchmarks for tracking the progress of change in the course of therapy.

      

      
        SOUL RETRIEVAL

        Some people who experience ecstatic trance for the first time are disappointed by the shallow or limited nature of their experience. However, hypnotic verbal suggestions, when used along with the induction ritual of ecstatic trance (described later in this chapter), can bring the person into a deeper and fuller ecstatic experience. Then, with this initial experience being deeper and fuller, subsequent experiences with ecstatic trance will likely be deeper and fuller as well, at first with fewer, and then finally no verbal suggestions necessary. This hybrid process leads a person to experience ecstatic trance with greater personal rewards.

        Hypnosis has generally been taught as a collection of hypnotic therapeutic techniques separate from any specific model of psychotherapy. In this book, hypnosis will be used sparingly, as a bridge for teaching ecstatic trance and as an integral part of narrative psychotherapy to help people overcome their compulsive behavior, obsessive thoughts, and other behavioral and emotional problems. The hypnotic suggestions in this book might include statements like “You are capable of change and growth,” “You are strong and ready to face feared tormentors” (an ego-strengthening statement), or “You face these tormentors with an attitude of patience, curiosity, wonder, and openness” (referring to such tormentors that become the building blocks for an “affect bridge,” the bridge between the feelings or affect caused by the tormentor and the forgotten or unconscious source of when and how this pattern of emotional torment was learned earlier in life).3 While facing these tormentors, hypnotic age regression is used on our journey into the unconscious mind to uncover early childhood experiences, the source of the dysfunctional thoughts and beliefs that sustain our compulsive dysfunctional behaviors.4 Such hypnotic imagery techniques as having the adult self go back and be with the younger self are used to help the person understand the content of the journey.5

        Along with uncovering dysfunctional ways of thinking, hypnotic trance, as well as ecstatic trance, is a strategy that can facilitate desired changes. Hypnotic imagery reframes beliefs, facilitates dialogue between ego states, and brings about the death of the dysfunctional beliefs and the birth of innocence, wherein healthy thinking becomes automatic and unconscious. These strategies and suggestions are verbal in nature, and though used initially in ecstatic trance as a way to teach the person to go into a deeper trance, the amount of such verbal suggestion rapidly diminishes over the course of therapy as the therapeutic direction is provided by the ecstatic postures used. This process of the death of dysfunctional beliefs and the birth of healthy innocence is referred to as soul retrieval.

        Note that the language of this book is frequently in first person plural—we, us, and our—because we as therapists need to experience this journey of soul retrieval ourselves to be able to identify with it and follow it in the journeys of our clients.

      

      
        WHAT IS ECSTATIC TRANCE?

        Many people are familiar with hypnotic trance, which is induced by the therapist through slow and quiet speech that is paced to the person’s rate of breathing. This technique usually invokes the aforementioned yes-set. In brief, the yes-set works by the therapist setting up a repetitive pattern of statements that elicit “yes, that’s correct” responses, which gets the client into a habitual response. The answer of “yes, that’s correct” is generally nonverbal as it is said to one’s self, but as the therapist I often see a slight nod of the head or a slowing of breathing rate that tells me that my statement did reflect the experience of the client. Once the pattern is established and the person automatically answers “yes,” then the question that you really want the “yes” to is slipped in.6

        Ecstatic trance differs from hypnotic trance in that it is not invoked through these kinds of verbal suggestions, but rather by stimulating the nervous system through the rapid beating of a drum or the shaking of a rattle and the use of specific body postures. In fact, Felicitas Goodman, who pioneered the form of ecstatic trance journeying covered in this book, identified five conditions necessary for inducing ecstatic trance: (1) the belief that the experience is normal, enjoyable, and pleasurable; (2) a private, sacred physical space; (3) a meditative technique to quiet the mind; (4) rhythmic stimulation of the nervous system; and (5) specific body postures that provide different effects on the trance experience.7

        From these necessary conditions, Goodman developed a ritual to induce ecstatic trance. Initially both the induction ritual and the posture are explained to the person, including time for questions and answers, so that participants can become familiar with the process.8 Along with demonstrating the specific ecstatic posture to be used in the trance session, the idea that the experience is normal, enjoyable, and pleasurable is instilled in participants. Then the induction ritual is performed: the sacred or private physical space is defined by means of smudging with herbal smoke as an act of cleansing one’s aura and the space where the ritual will be performed and then calling the spirits of each direction. These two acts define the private space. To meet the condition of a meditative technique to quiet the mind, participants are instructed to pay attention to their breathing for five minutes while sitting, lying down, or standing in a comfortable position. All this sets the stage for the ecstatic trance induction, which occurs by stimulating the nervous system rhythmically by means of beating a drum or shaking a rattle at a rate of approximately 210 beats per minute. During the fifteen minutes of drumming or rattling, participants assume the specified ecstatic posture.

        Goodman found in the ancient and contemporary art of hunting and gathering cultures of the world the postures that she believed were used by their healers and shamans.9 She discovered that certain body postures produce different experiences. These experiences fall into seven basic categories: (1) healing; (2) divination; (3) journeying into the underworld, (4) the middle world, or (5) the upper world; (6) initiation, or death and rebirth; and (7) metamorphosis, or shape-shifting. The first time I experimented with the ecstatic trance postures, at a workshop at the 2007 conference of the International Association for the Study of Dreams, I was very much impressed with their power to produce these specific experiences. I have since continued my trance work with these postures and to date have collected several thousand experiences from participants in my various ecstatic trance groups.

        
          
            Felicitas Goodman’s Discovery of the Ecstatic Trance Postures
          
        

        Felicitas Goodman was born in Hungary and educated in Germany in linguistics. She learned and spoke approximately twenty languages and became valued as a scientific translator. Upon coming to the United States, her abilities in scientific translation made her valuable on college campuses. While at Ohio State University she met anthropologist Erika Bourguignon, who was studying ecstatic trance in 486 small societies. Goodman took an interest in Bourguignon’s research and decided to pursue a graduate degree in anthropology, studying ecstatic trance. This interest led her to Mexico to study the form of ecstatic trance that brought about glossolalia—speaking in tongues—in the Mayan- and Spanish-speaking Apostolic churches there. One conclusion of her research was that there was no linguistic difference in the glossolalia of people whose native language was Spanish or Mayan. But her other consideration was to determine the factors that led a person to the ecstatic trance experience of speaking in tongues. While immersing herself in the rituals of these churches, Goodman determined that there were four necessary conditions for bringing about this ecstatic trance experience, one fewer than the five described above: (1) the belief that the experience is normal, enjoyable, and pleasurable; (2) a private physical space; (3) a meditative technique to quiet the mind; and (4) rhythmic stimulation of the nervous system.

        By now Goodman had started teaching at Denison University, in Ohio, so upon returning to her students at Denison she developed a secular, more indigenous ritual that incorporated these four elements. She started by first discussing with participants what was expected from the ecstatic trance, portraying it as normal, enjoyable, and pleasurable. She then defined the private physical space by means of smudging and calling the spirits. This was followed by quieting the mind by focusing on breathing. Finally she induced ecstatic trance in the participants by stimulating the nervous system with the rapid beating of a drum or the shaking of a rattle.

        Goodman found that this ritual was fairly effective in inducing ecstatic trance, but the experience did not quite meet her expectations. Sometime later she read an article by V. F. Emerson, a Canadian psychologist who was researching the effects of body postures on a number of physical variables of a person in meditation.10 These variables included body temperature, breathing rate, skin moisture, and bowel motility. This research gave Goodman an idea that led her to begin her search of the literature and museum artifacts from around the world to find what she believed were the postures used by the shamans of hunter-gatherer cultures. She identified approximately fifty postures, which she used in rituals with her students and found that these postures induced the seven previously mentioned experiences in the ecstatic trance state. In this way Goodman added the use of specific body postures to her list of the four needed conditions to induce a meaningful ecstatic trance experience.

      

      
        THE INDUCTION RITUAL: CALLING THE SPIRITS

        Calling the spirits is an especially powerful and intrinsic aspect of creating a private, sacred space in which to induce ecstatic trance. My way of calling them is to first call the spirits of the East: “Spirits of the East, of dawn, of spring, of the beginning of new life, we honor you; bring us your wisdom and join us.” With these words I offer to the East a pinch of blue cornmeal. Then: “Spirits of the South, of the warmth of the middle of day, of summer, and of growth, we honor you. Bring us your wisdom and join us.” Again, this request is accompanied with the offering of a pinch of cornmeal. Then the spirits of the West are called with a pinch of cornmeal: “Spirits of the West, of the sunset and of autumn, of the harvest and the productive years of life, we honor you. Bring us your wisdom and join us.” This is followed by calling the spirits of the North, again with a pinch of cornmeal: “Spirits of the North, of nighttime and winter, of hibernation, dormancy, sleep, and death in preparation for a new birth at spring, we honor you. Bring us your wisdom and join us.” Then we turn to the directions above and below, beginning with the heavens, the cosmos, offering a pinch of cornmeal: “Spirits of the universe, the universe that placed Earth in a position with respect to its Sun that sustains life, a relationship that determines the seasons, the cycle of night and day and of the tides of the oceans, we honor you. Bring us your wisdom and join us.” And finally, in calling the spirits of our great Earth Mother with a pinch of cornmeal: “Spirits of the Earth, of all life and substances of the Earth that are interdependent, that sustain all life, we honor you. Bring us your wisdom and join us.”

        This litany is obviously Earth-oriented. Ecotheologian Thomas Berry recognized that the long-held belief that we are a superior species with dominion over the Earth places us in a position to be the destroyers of the Earth. To become one with the Earth we must give up this superior attitude and realize that we are just one small piece in the interdependency of everything. Our survival depends on everything of the Earth, a belief that we need to relearn to prevent our destruction of Earth and, in the process, ourselves. We are not the culmination of evolution but one small step in the continued evolution of life on Earth. Berry suggests that regaining this understanding of our place on Earth is reached in “the dreamworld that unfolds within us in our sleep, or in those visionary moments that seize upon us in our waking hours,” as well as by regaining our “shamanic personality.”11 These altered states of consciousness in pursuit of oneness with Mother Earth are just what I have been seeking in the practice of ecstatic trance journeying.

      

      
        THE POSTURES

        Felicitas Goodman, in her 1990 book Where the Spirits Ride the Wind, presents approximately fifty ecstatic postures, though since publication of her book many more postures have been revealed. The book you are reading now, Ecstatic Soul Retrieval, uses only five postures, yet the power of these five postures, when used regularly in the process of ecstatic therapy, reinforces their effectiveness. They compose an outline for the therapeutic process of analytic hypnotherapy, though in the context of shamanism this may be referred to as soul retrieval.

        
          
            The Bear Spirit Posture
          
        

        The Bear Spirit is a healing posture, one that brings healing energy into the person’s body. Here, as far as its application to the psychotherapeutic process, we diverge slightly from Goodman’s use of this posture, which is used for healing during the fifteen-minute period of drumming. In a therapy setting (as well as in my ecstatic trance groups), however, we have found its special power when using it for about five minutes during the induction ritual, to quiet the mind.

        In this posture, with our hands resting on our abdomen, we can feel our abdomen rising and falling with each breath when breathing correctly, from the diaphragm. This place where the hands rest is below the umbilicus and is the place I like to call the center of harmony. It is also known as the dan t’ ien in tai chi. With each breath we feel a calming strength flowing into our body, and as we exhale, this calming strength flows throughout our body, calming our mind and increasing our ego strength to help us face our struggles in life with a clear and calm mind.

        When I first began using this posture as part of the induction ritual, my ecstatic trance instructor, Belinda Gore, suggested that we ask permission of the Bear Spirit to use it in this way. Our group asked permission, and it was granted by the spirit. In therapy each person soon learns that it provides a calm increase of ego strength, a psychological term that refers to a person’s capacity to maintain his or her own identity despite psychological pain, distress, turmoil, and conflict between internal forces as well as the demands of reality. The Bear Spirit is generally used in this way in one of the first sessions of therapy.

        The Bear Spirit was first found among the coastal Kwakiutl people of the Pacific Northwest, but it has since been found in almost every culture around the world. In fact, it is probably the one posture found most frequently all over the world and has become the logo of the Cuyamungue Institute. (I have in my collection of ecstatic figurines two wooden figures from the San Blas Indians of Panama standing in this posture.)

        
          [image: image]
        

        Stand with your feet parallel, about six inches apart, with toes for-ward and knees not locked but slightly flexed. rest your hands, relaxed, on your abdomen, with the tips of your thumbs lightly touching each other above the navel and with your fingers bent such that the first knuckles of your index fingers touch each other below the navel, forming a triangle around your navel. rest your elbows easily at your sides. close your eyes, and gently tip your head back, as though you are looking at a point where the wall meets the ceiling.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Sit in a chair with your legs apart and your feet pointed straight ahead. cup your left hand around the front of your left knee. rest your right hand palm down with the fingers forward on your right leg, just above the knee and slightly to the right. your left arm should be somewhat tensed as it is pulled forward, while your right arm is more relaxed. Depending on the height of the chair and the length of your legs it may be necessary to put a cushion under your feet to raise them so you can clasp your knee. lean forward slightly, with your spine straight, hinging forward from the hips. hold your head straight with your eyes closed but directed looking under your eyelids. your tongue should protrude gently from between your lips.

        
          
            The Lady of Cholula Posture
          
        

        The second posture we generally use in a therapeutic setting is the Lady of Cholula. This figure was found in Cholula, Mexico; it is pre-Columbian, dating from around 1350 AD. She is sitting with a straight back at the edge of her seat, clasping her knees with her hand and wearing a conical hat. When we wear a facsimile of this headpiece in our practice it seems to intensify the experience, as if it is an antenna for receiving the answer to a question posed to the lady; thus she is a divination posture used to seek answers to our questions.

        In sitting in the posture, the intent or feeling of it is that of alert anticipation—the anticipation of finding an answer to some question. The answer is often metaphorical and may not be quickly understood, but when the experience is returned to and held in awareness, the answer soon becomes evident, and it usually provides the beginning direction of therapy. The question is asked in a very general way; for example, “What do I need to be working on in therapy?” or “In what direction does my therapy need to move?” At other times it may be much more specific to the current situation, but in either case, the response gives direction.

        
          
            The Jivaro Underworld Posture
          
        

        The third posture, the Jivaro Underworld (or Lower World) posture, is used for journeying into the underworld of the unconscious mind.

        This posture was found among the Jivaro people of South America. This posture generally leads a person on a journey into the unconscious, often a very deep experience that requires the ego strength offered initially by the Bear Spirit posture. It is often used to take one back in time, to a childhood experience that was the beginning of some dysfunctional or negative way of thinking. It generally brings an understanding of the source of the problem being faced in therapy, or an understanding of what is needed to resolve the problem.
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        Lie on the floor (or a couch or reclining chair) with the back of 
your head resting comfortably on the floor. Bring your right arm beside your 
body in a natural, relaxed position. raise your left arm, with the back of your 
left hand resting on the middle of your forehead, without any pressure on the 
eyes.

        
          
            The Feathered Serpent Posture
          
        

        This is an initiation or death-rebirth posture that brings about the death of the old way of thinking and the birth of a healthy and more functional way of thinking. The Feathered Serpent is the Mayan god of creation, with wings to carry it into the heavens and, as a serpent, to creep along on the ground. This particular figure dates from 100 to 650 AD and was found in Zacatecas, Mexico. The figurine is currently in the Los Angeles County Museum of Natural History. The figure is of a person standing erect, with the back of each hand resting on the hips.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Stand with your feet parallel, about six inches apart, knees lightly bent, toes pointing straight forward. cup your hands, and place them at 
your sides at waist level, with fingers curling upward and your arms rounded 
outward with bent elbows pointing to either side. Direct your face straight 
ahead, and close your eyes. allow your mouth to open slightly.

        When asked, “What does this posture express?” as you stand with the backs of your hands resting on your hips and elbows extending to either side, the answer is generally “determination”—a determination to let go of some negative way of thinking or believing and the birth of a more functional way of thinking.

        
          
            The Olmec Prince Posture
          
        

        In our process of ecstatic trance therapy, animal spirit guides are important for providing direction for change. At such times a shape-shifting posture may be valuable. The one I usually choose is the Olmec Prince.

        The Olmec Prince was found in La Cruz del Milagro, Veracruz, Mexico. It dates from 800 to 300 BC and is now in the Museum of Anthropology in Jalapa, Mexico. When sitting in this posture you ask, “What is the intent of this posture?” to which the quick answer is, “to become a four-legged animal.” The knuckles of your hands rest on the floor in front of you, which makes them feel like forelegs, yet in this posture I have also become a snake, a tree, and even a bird. The Olmec Prince is the first posture I ever used, and the first time I used it I became a high-stepping parade horse, and the second time I used it I became a bear.

        Thus, of the seven main categories of ecstatic trance postures delineated by Felicitas Goodman—healing; divination; journeying into the underworld, the middle world, and the upper world; metamorphosis or shape-shifting; and initiation or death-rebirth—all can be used in the process of psychotherapy except two: journeying into the middle world and journeying into the upper world. There are a number of different postures for each of these seven categories of trance experiences, and the different postures within a category offer subtle differences in the trance experience. But in the process of ecstatic therapy only five postures, one from each of five categories of the seven, are used. These five are the ones I have found to be most effective and suitable to the therapeutic setting.

        Ecstatic trance should be introduced gradually to those who come to psychotherapy, because many of the concepts of ecstatic trance could be foreign to one’s expectations of therapy and might be seen as a threat to one’s belief system. These five postures are sufficient for the process; introducing clients to more postures than this would take them beyond what they expect of therapy and be a distraction to their immediate needs in therapy. As gains occur in a person’s personal growth, to achieve higher levels of maturity through this process of ecstatic therapy, and as the client sees the power of ecstatic trance to provide structure for this kind of growth, the person becomes more prepared to see beyond any limited personal expectations. At the end of ecstatic trance therapy I usually invite my clients to join my ecstatic trance posture group, where they are more prepared to experience and learn from a much broader range of available postures.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Sit on the floor with your right leg crossed in front of your left leg. (if this position is difficult for you, use pillows or yoga blocks for support.) Stretch your arms, with elbows locked, straight in front of you, with your fingers curled inward, toward your body, such that only the middle segment of each finger rests on the floor. your shoulders, elbows, wrists, and knuckles are held rigid. To maintain this position you will need to lean slightly forward with your back straight, hinging from the hips. lift your head with your closed eyes directed forward. let your tongue protrude slightly from between your lips.
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