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“There is no question in the minds of the Bushman healers that Keeney’s strength and purposes are coterminous with theirs. I know this from talking myself with some of the Kalahari shamans who danced with him. They affirmed his power as a healer and their enjoyment of dancing with him. . . . He knows whereof he writes, having traveled ‘ropes to God’ himself for much of his life, in many places in addition to the Kalahari.”

MEGAN BIESELE, PH.D., cofounder and coordinator of the
Kalahari People’s Fund, former member
of the Harvard Kalahari Research Project,
and author of Healing Makes Our Hearts
Happy and Women Like Meat

“Probably the most important book in the fields of healing and indigenous spirituality that’s been published for many years. Keeney weaves together diverse threads of shamanic wisdom with deceptive ease—easy only because he became a shaman and lived the story on behalf of all of us. Anyone truly interested in the age-old questions of ‘What is God’ and ‘Why are we here?’ should read this book.”

RUPERT ISAACSON, author of
The Healing Land: The Bushmen and the Kalahari Desert
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1 The Big Love

It’s a hot, muggy august night in Saint Joseph, Missouri, and my grandfather, Reverend W.L. Keeney, is preaching away in a revival service. “In the name of Jesus, we come here tonight to bring honor to his name.” My grandfather welcomes all who have come to his red brick Savannah Avenue Baptist Church, the one with the lit cross hanging over the front entrance.

“Come on in and don’t be ashamed to rejoice in our Precious Lord,” my grandfather continues, as he looks out and sees that the church is packed, with extra folding chairs placed in the aisles to accommodate the overflow of worshippers. “It may be hot in here tonight, but someone once told me that there’s a hotter place awaiting those who walk away.” Handheld fans move in sync with the rhythms of his delivery while trying to bring relief from the sticky air. “Say Amen, somebody!” Time after time, the congregation erupts with bellows of the called-for responses. It feels as though a storm is about to take place, but this thunder and lightning will burst forth inside the church walls.

For most of my life I thought that my grandfather was a tall man. I would have guessed that he was at least six feet and two inches tall, if not a couple of inches taller. It was many years later, when my own son was an adolescent, that I learned that Grandfather Keeney, who I called PaPa, was not tall in physical measurement—he measured five feet, seven inches in height. As my dad explained, everyone thought PaPa was tall because of the way he lit up a room with his charisma, enthusiasm, compassion, and humor, his glowing smile, and most important, his booming voice.

Reverend W.L. Keeney was a giant of the spirit, and on that revival night in 1963 I sat in a chair right behind him, a twelve-year-old boy wearing a bright red bow tie. I was facing the congregation, seeing their riveted eyes transfixed upon my grandfather’s delivery. Despite the serious mood he cast, they would find themselves laughing, sometimes gently and at other times more vigorously, as PaPa interspersed his sermons with carefully timed humor. Handkerchiefs ready for action, they would also cry as his stories touched the tender places in their hearts.

Grandfather’s pattern was to begin softly, setting a stage with dramatic tension before weaving in a humorous anecdote for relief. Then, like a locomotive starting to gather power and steam, he would begin to perspire, and the volume of his voice would grow louder until he roared like a lion. His brothers, my great uncles, called him by his middle name—Leo; the name fit perfectly when PaPa got wound up in his revival preaching.

When my grandfather roared, you could see his white dress shirt become soaked with sweat. At that stage of his sermon he spoke with his whole body, stomping his feet, waving his arms, slamming his fist on the pulpit, walking back and forth. He turned into a fireball, a dynamo of evangelical fervor, and he shouted. That’s what people sometimes called old-fashioned evangelical preaching—it was “shouting for the Lord.” My grandfather was the best shouter on the circuit; that’s what I heard others say and I believed it without a moment’s doubt.

As grandfather worked himself up in those church services, his face turned redder, his breathing pumped more enthusiastically, and his movements became more spontaneous and vibrant. I recall hearing his parishioners boast that my grandfather worked himself into such a frenzy that he ended up reconverting himself every time he preached. When he gasped, the congregation did so in kind, and when he became choked with tears, they wiped their eyes. At the height of his crescendo his voice would suddenly fall and become soft and tender, instantly pouring forth the message of surrender, compassion, forgiveness, and the transforming grace of God’s love. As the church choir started to sing “Softly and Tenderly” or “Just As I Am,” people would feel themselves being pulled to the front of the church by a mysterious force. They would come forward, weeping while reaching for PaPa’s hand. He was a master at “bringing in the sheaves,” as the old hymn put it. When they came to him, he was everyone’s grandfather, standing there to cheerlead for them and to exclaim his celebration of their new lives born in spirit.

Although PaPa could preach fire and brimstone, he never ended a sermon without climbing up to the peaceful palace of heavenly love. Unlike the conservative Baptists and television evangelicals who broadcast judgmental condemnation and self-righteous morality, PaPa remained faithful to preaching love. He taught me over and over again that God was love, the Big Love that changed the lives of people. The Big Love he shouted, whispered, and wept about had the power to change the minds and hearts of those who asked for it to come into their everyday lives.

PaPa also carried a secret. He was a private mystic who had prophetic visions about the future of the world. Among other things, my grandmother and father told me that grandfather predicted how World War II would end before the atomic bomb had even been invented. PaPa practiced his mysticism with a fishing pole. Everyone knew his love for fishing, but they didn’t know that much of his fishing time was spent just sitting still in the boat and staring at the water.

During my youth grandfather frequently brought up the importance of a great mystery in his life, but he never specified exactly what he was referring to. When I was in high school, he would fix my breakfast early in the morning before the rest of the family was up. Eating fried green tomatoes with biscuits and honey, he would allude to the mystery and then take a long pause before he’d wink at me, saying with a smile, “Someday you will understand.”

I believed in the Big Love from my earliest childhood days and watched it transform the lives of those who walked down the church aisle and publicly surrendered themselves to it. I saw this take place in my grandfather’s church and in my father’s church; both men were missionaries of the Big Love. Both were the opposite of the arrogant, dualistic “judgmentalists” who gave Christianity a bad name among true God-loving people. Those who claim to be “fundamentalists” have little to do with the most important fundamentals of Christian agape, the love that forgives and helps (rather than condemns) others who suffer.

My father, who called himself a “Bill Moyers and Jimmy Carter Baptist,” was devoted to fighting social injustice and emphasizing the social activism aspect of the Gospel. He regarded Jesus as a radical who began a revolution of the heart. I grew up reading the books in my father’s office; I was inspired by the ideas of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian who wrote The Cost of Discipleship. The Nazis hanged Bonhoeffer in the concentration camp at Flossenburg for his resistance to the racist nationalism of his time. Harvey Cox, the progressive cultural theologian at Harvard Divinity School, who himself grew up in a Baptist church, also caught my intellectual imagination.

With all the enthusiasm of youth, I too “signed up” for the Big Love. Walking down the aisle of my father’s church, first as a twelve-year old professing his faith and later as a teenager who made a rededication commitment, I publicly declared my belief that God’s love (or as I call it now, the Big Love) was the only thing worth sacrificing my life for and the only mission worth serving wholeheartedly.

During adolescence my place in the worship service was at the piano bench. I served my congregation as the church pianist. To me, music seemed to express the Big Love in a way that plain speaking could never match. I played those old-fashioned “runs,” the arpeggios, up and down the keyboard as I accompanied a congregation filled with sunburned farmers, laborers with calloused hands, a suited doctor, and a scattering of business people, all standing side by side singing their hearts out to the words of the old revival hymns. They were joined to one another by the kind of music that folks said had “feeling.” My job, as I understood it, was to amplify the music’s feeling by embellishing it with improvised musical seasonings. Little did I know that I was learning the importance of music in bringing down the spirit, the oldest tool of shamans the world over.

The gift of being able to jazz up the music came from my maternal grandmother, Bess Gnann. She played the piano with a bit of stride and sang like Sophie Tucker. I loved to hear her “swing” the songs. It was rumored that somewhere in her bloodline was an African forebear, a conclusion based on how my mother (and grandmother) moved and sang, as well as on family gossip that went back further than anyone’s memory. As a child, my unconscious mind heard that, in some way, I was from Africa.

In my childhood I didn’t realize that my grandfather’s high-wattage presence behind the pulpit was a teaching of how to work the spirit— bringing it into your soul and letting your body be moved by its energy. Without knowing it, I was being groomed to later become part of a Sanctified Black Church, a community of worshippers who first showed me what I call the “African body electric,” their own bodies so filled with spirit that it inspired not only shouting but also dancing for the Lord. The term “African body electric” covers the whole range of home-cooked soulful expression, from the rhythms and chord colorings of blues, gospel, and jazz to the shaking, frenzied, dancing bodies in African ceremonies.

Given my country church upbringing and my delight in vibrant rhythms, it was understandable that I would connect with the Black Church. But never would I have imagined that I would go to the Kalahari Desert of Botswana and Namibia and dance with the Bushmen, the tribe regarded by many to be the oldest living culture on earth. Indeed, the Bushmen, who call themselves the First People, say that they practice the earliest form of spiritual expression. In Africa I was introduced to an even wider range of spontaneous expression than I had found in the Black Church, performed naturally and effortlessly by the African body electric.

Going past the familiar forms of improvised tongue-speaking, spirited dancing, and ecstatic shouting (and later to become familiar to me in the Sanctified Black Church), with the Bushmen I would enter a highly charged world of sound making, body movement, visionary experience, and interactive touch far beyond anything I had experienced in my formative years. At the same time, what I experienced with the Bushmen could be seen as the full blossoming of the seeds planted in my father’s and grandfather’s churches and watered by the tears released in joy and suffering, in the ups and downs that grace and carve every person’s life.

I eventually recognized that it was my destiny to someday become a part of the Bushman spiritual healing tradition. They taught me to go all the way into the spirit, holding back nothing, having no limits to my reception of—and to the giving of—the Big Love.

When I grew up and left Missouri, I found myself traveling the world, meeting many shamans, healers, and spiritual teachers. Although they spoke different languages and wore different kinds of clothing, they all had one thing in common: they were devotees of the Big Love. In my odyssey I learned that there is an invisible and nameless ceremonial space that brings together all worshippers of the Big Love. The altar of this place of spiritual unity offers forgiveness and compassion, mercy intead of judgment. In this home of diverse spirits and presences, God is the Big Love.

I have spent my life being an explorer of the Big Love, including the way it can take us to what I believe is our spiritual origin, the African body electric, the body that improvisationally expresses ecstatic joy. I became a freedom soldier of the Lord of Love, a pilgrim of the spirit of eternal delight, an ambassador of the passionate Holy Ghost. And I did so by finding God in the Kalahari, among the people made famous by the movie “The Gods Must Be Crazy,” the significant image of which was a Coca Cola bottle falling from the sky.

My story is about how the Gods truly are crazy, mad with a love that is capable of filling us with complete satisfaction and happiness. These Gods are transmitters of the Big Love and, like the Bushmen, they are ready and available to turn our bodies into instruments of divine celebration, making us lightning rods that bring down the spirit. These Gods of crazy wisdom love will transform anyone who simply says “yes” to their presence.
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This story is my testimony of the living presence and availability of God, whose most honorable name is the Big Love.
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2 Rapture in Missouri

In may of 1969, during my senior year of high school, I won a first-place award at the international science fair for a project entitled “An Experimental Study of the Effects of Hydrocortisone, Insulin, and Epinephrine on the Glycogen Content of Hepatic Tissues Perfused In Vitro.” My award made the front page of the Kansas City Star newspaper with the headline “Small Town Boy Wins Big Prize.”

The small town was the modest farming community of Smithville, Missouri, a place known for the way the Little Platte River overflowed every spring, flooding the streets. During one flood, characterized as the kind of flood that only takes place every five hundred years, the whole town was covered with raging waters. I remember the drama of watching that muddy water creep higher and higher until it flowed over the bridge and swept down the main street. It quickly became a torrential current. Boats and helicopters were on continuous patrol evacuating people off the roofs of their houses and barns. It rained for days. I remember thinking that this was what it must have been like in Noah’s time.

When the waters receded, my father gathered our congregation to take notice of how the altar holding the church Bible had floated to the ceiling, leaving the Bible dry. Everything else was covered with thick mud. The dry Bible seemed like a small miracle that inspired all of us to pick ourselves up by our bootstraps, clean up the mess, and resume our daily lives. When everyone left the church service, I walked up to the Bible to see it for myself, turning the pages slowly. Sure enough, each page was bone dry. I believed what my father and my grandfather had said: this was the work of God’s hand.

That event was one of the seeds from which my religious faith grew. I read my Bible and said my prayers every night as a young boy. Doing so left me with a good feeling. I was lucky—I didn’t have a bad childhood experience of my family church. Naturally, I have heard that not a few people’s early experiences of religion were not positive for them, and it saddens me that institutions whose purpose should be to bring the greatest joy can fall short of their mission. For me, living in the parsonage next to the Smithville First Baptist Church and being the church pianist at thirteen was an uncomplicated joy. I am grateful for the faith that was inspired in me in that time. In my childhood I also loved science projects and, of course, jazz piano. My life was church, science, and piano, and I was encouraged in all three realms.

In some ways, Smithville was a place where time had stopped. My family lived near a blacksmith shop that was so active I woke up most mornings to the sound of hammers hitting the anvils. My sister and I would gaze through the large open doors and see the bellows and fires in full operation. There was a lot of work to be done in that shop and the men, with their long black aprons and iron tools, seldom took a break.

The barbershop a couple of blocks up the street was said not to have changed since the 1920s. One wall was decorated with a painting of dogs playing cards at a poker table. My favorite wall hanging was directly across from the barber’s chair. It was a rendition of the moment in history when Babe Ruth pointed toward the outfield stands before hitting his home run. Every time my boyhood friends or I went to get a haircut, we daydreamed about how long Ruth could hit a ball and what it would be like to hit a major league home run.

I recall a local farmer, old man Hans, who refused to use a tractor. He would work his field with a handheld plow. I don’t recall anyone ever hearing him speak a word, but it was part of our daily landscape to see him out in the fields toiling away during the growing season. Once, while driving his wagon and horses down the highway, a truck came over a hill and was unable to avoid a collision. As soon as that truck hit the steel bar at the back of Hans’s wagon, it catapulted old man Hans and his wife high into the sky, delivering them safely on a soft place in the pasture where some hay had been gathered. I can’t tell you how much entertainment that story provided our town. We still talk about it.

Other characters also made for small town talk. The person in charge of testing and treating the water in the local reservoir, Robin Williams, was a self-made poet and inventor. I spent many an afternoon in his shop watching him build odd contraptions, like an everglade air boat that he converted to a sled to fly down the street in the middle of our midwestern snowstorms. His most amazing accomplishment was converting an old steam locomotive to an automobile of sorts and driving it down the country roads to the state fairs.

Then there was Ruben, the town hobo who slept in a chicken coop when he wasn’t riding the rails. It was said that Ruben slept through most of the big flood of July 1965, snoozing away on the roof of the bank building as the waters roared just below him. Ruben wasn’t an illiterate man. He read voraciously when riding the rails. He spoke as if he had been to every country in the world. As a child I never knew whether he traveled in his mind through the books he read or whether he had actually been to the places he spoke about—probably the truth lay somewhere in between. I remember the night my father baptized him in a revival service and how word spread throughout the rural area that Ruben had been saved. That was big news in our small town.

Although it may seem like an extraordinary feat for someone from Smithville to win the international science fair, it made all the sense in the world if you looked behind the scenes at how my mother, a schoolteacher, filled my life with books, science equipment, and music. I grew up with three science labs in my basement, as well as a piano and a personal library. Most fantasies I would concoct, whether it was my plan to build a rocket, to collect old radios, or to start a jazz band, were encouraged by her. That was the home in which I worked, played, slept, and dreamed.

In high school I listened to Ramsey Lewis, Oscar Peterson, Bill Evans, Stan Getz, Louis Armstrong, and my main source of musical delight, Errol Garner, while religiously reading Albert Schweitzer and various theologians. I was in my own world, my own cave, and I thanked God every night in my prayers for being blessed with a wonderful family and home.
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I don’t want to sound as though I lived a utopian existence then. I was a sick little boy who ended up in a hospital oxygen tent several times a year. I almost died several times from pneumonia brought about by chronic asthma. I knew the doctors and nurses in town as though they were family members. My childhood bouts in the hospital provided early teachings on the importance of gentle touch and tactile communication for a human being’s well-being.

I had my first religious experience as a twelve-year-old boy. In a revival service Dr. David Moore, chair of the department of religion at a nearby Baptist college, preached a sermon about how easy it was to run with the Lord but how much more difficult it was to walk with him through the steps of each day. That’s all I remember Dr. Moore saying, but at the end of the service, as the congregation sang the old hymn “Softly and Tenderly, Jesus Is Calling,” my body felt warm and tingly. Something inside me felt heated up. A force seemed to pull me out of the spot where I was standing next to my best friend, Ronnie Johnson. I was unable to resist the tug. Although my hands tried to cling to the back of the pew in front of me, my feet started walking forward to my father. He was waiting in front of the altar to accept anyone who was called to make a public profession of faith and commitment to the religious path.

He hugged me and I felt tears start to fall down my cheeks.

My father baptized me in the old way of going under the water in the church baptismal pool, like his father had baptized him in a river many years before. I walked down the steps into that pool while looking at the painted mural showing Jesus being baptized by John the Baptist. My father held me while he arranged my fingers so they would pinch my nose. As he spoke about me receiving a new life reborn in spirit, I went under the water. And then I was lifted up.

Even as a child, the power of that ritual was transforming and exhilarating. When you come up from that water you can almost hear a heavenly choir singing praise. It was the most important thing our family believed could happen to a person—getting baptized was a bigger deal than winning a financial fortune or (for a child) going to Disneyland. As my grandfather once said to me about his spiritual life, “Others may not see me as having much money but I’m the wealthiest man in the world. I’m speaking of spiritual wealth, grandson.”

That baptism was my first step to becoming a shaman. That statement may come as a surprise, but I ask you to consider that the Siberian term saman, from which the word shaman is derived, refers to the excited state of one’s body during a spiritual experience. It also refers to the inner heat of someone who is spiritually awakened. And finally, the etymology of saman reveals that the word has a Sanskrit root that means “song.” When I say that I feel an inner heat and vibration move me while under the influence of a sacred song, please know that I am talking about shamanic experience.

I have met many shamans from around the world. From my perspective (and theirs), the root of their practice and the source of their gifts comes from loving God—or as I prefer to specify this, from loving the God of the Big Love, the God of many faces that provides compassionate grace to people and cultures all over the world. Accordingly, these shamans love and honor and speak highly of all efforts, practices, and traditions that love God.

I feel the same. I love all religions and any way that follows the Big Love. I have spent my life exploring many different religions and find that all of them reveal, for all their differences, the same central teaching: loving others through God’s love. When you get a direct hit from God you receive a sacred gift. It may be in the form of inner spiritual heat, ecstatic dance, inspired vision, or songs of praise, among other possibilities. When you regularly receive the offerings of the Big Love, you are a shaman. Every mystic, religious pilgrim, and holy person who has wept at the touch of God’s grace is a shaman. My hope is to help people return to God’s love and to know that this is the originating experience for all religions and life in the spirit. When you hold the spirit, all kinds of unexpected and glorious things can happen to you, from receiving visions that direct your life to finding guidance in the world of mythic imagination to hugging the tree in your backyard or wanting to go back to church or temple.

There’s a family story about my grandfather that we enjoy telling. As a young pastor, Reverend Keeney rode a horse to a country church to preach a revival. During one of the evening services the local troublemaker, a man named Mr. Black, stormed into the church and challenged my grandfather, saying that everything in the church was a lie. Then he stormed out. He and his gang of ruffians came back the next night and heckled the congregation from outside the church. My grandfather took off his coat, rolled up the sleeves of his white dress shirt, and walked right out of the church, waving his Bible over his head. He preached to those unruly men, looking them straight in the eyes as he delivered his message. Silenced by grandfather’s lack of fear, Mr. Black had a religious conversion experience right there and then. With tears in his eyes, he asked for forgiveness and dedicated his life to the Lord; my grandfather baptized him in the river. But that isn’t the end of the story. The town was so moved by what happened that every single person in the town, adults and children alike, asked my grandfather to baptize them. PaPa was a genuine frontier evangelical preacher man, a Christian shaman.
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It was in this context of family support and religious expression that I made it to the international high school science fair in May 1969. At the close of the fair one of the judges, the director of admissions of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T.), offered me a full academic scholarship.

When I returned home from the fair another offer was awaiting me.

Dr. David Moore, the man who preached the revival service in which I had my first calling, had written a letter offering me full academic scholarship to a local religious college. My parents both graduated from that institution and my grandfather had given a prayer at one of its graduation ceremonies. I quickly dismissed M.I.T. and headed off for William Jewell College in Liberty, Missouri.

As a freshman in college, I began to come out of my (very cozy) cocoon and look out toward the world. Being from the “show me” state of Missouri, I didn’t believe everything I was told, whether it was conveyed by the media, the government, or a textbook. I had to see it for myself. It was 1969, one of the most explosive years of the decade, and I saw how our society had become corrupt. I joined those in the counterculture who were angry at the way things were going, particularly in regard to civil rights issues, the capitalistic war machine, and the pillaging of the earth’s environment.

I began playing more jazz piano and reading the literature of radical theology. This led to my creating an underground newspaper called For Christ’s Sake, an outspoken collection of quotations and essays encouraging liberation on all fronts based upon the rhetoric of the spiritual leaders of diverse cultures.

I probably don’t have to explain how this resulted in all hell breaking out on the conservative religious campus. A professor of physics singled me out in class, calling me a weasel and publicly blaming me for contributing to the violence in the streets by virtue of my social criticisms and protests. When General Maxwell Taylor visited the campus, someone painted the chapel walls with “Go home, Max! Make love, not war.” I was blamed for the grafitti. When a group of conservative students approached the dean, encouraging him to ask me to leave the school, I finally decided to transfer to another place of higher education.

During my time at William Jewell College I had one ally on the faculty. An associate professor of physics one day suggested to me that he host a gathering of students in his home who were interested in discussing the issues being raised in my newsletter. This professor encouraged me to follow my own instincts and not to be unnecessarily distracted by voices of unreason and inappropriate castigation. He also took me to hear a public presentation by a renowned yogi from India, Swami Rama, who had been brought to the United States by Elmer Green, an innovative scientist at the Menninger Foundation. It was Swami Rama’s first public appearance in our country. I sat in the audience and listened to him talk about a spiritual path that was very foreign to me at the time I heard it, but became much more familiar several months later in my next spiritual awakening.

During all the turmoil of social activism in my college years, I turned to the piano as a source of relaxation and inspiration. I learned to improvise jazz, put together a jazz trio, and played a yearlong gig at one of Kansas City’s premier steak houses, the Hereford House. I found that music, particularly improvised melodies, opened my heart and gave birth to powerful experiences of connection with others. I was falling in love with the world through music and stirring up passion through discourse that urged us all to be serious custodians of our planet and one another.

This was the context of one of the most eventful nights of my life. I was a nineteen-year-old student filled with jazz, social concern, and a love for religion. Without knowing it, I had prepared myself to receive another spiritual gift of rebirth and awakening.
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It was a late afternoon in January 1971. I was casually walking along a sidewalk at the University of Missouri, where I was now enrolled.

It was an extraordinarily warm day for winter; the temperature had risen to the midseventies. People were wearing short-sleeved shirts during a time of year when shovels and plows typically were out clearing away snow and ice. I was headed for a record shop, probably humming a jazz tune, when out of the blue I felt the most intense comfort and joy I had ever known. Sheer calm, relaxation, and happiness spread though my whole being. As I went along the way, I began to feel my body getting lighter and lighter until I felt I had no weight at all. I wasn’t concerned; I assumed it was a consequence of feeling so good on a spectacular day.

This bliss continued to escalate and elaborate. I soon found myself in the midst of a kind of awareness I had never known before. An uncannily deep calm and wide-ranging peacefulness flooded my consciousness and I felt a certainty about life that no words can adequately convey. In that moment it seemed that all questions about life’s meaning could be answered instantly and effortlessly. I felt complete peace and joy, but at the same time I did not feel in the least ego-centered. On the contrary, I was losing awareness of my individuality. I was floating in pure consciousness. This knowing did not reflect or analyze what was going on, nor did it show delight, amazement, curiosity, or celebration of the moment. It was more like a total centering of awareness and being that became compressed to a microscopic dot, pulling in the container that had once held it, setting it free of physical and conceptual weight and burden. Paradoxically, this getting smaller resulted in a feeling of also becoming larger, a state in which my sense of time and space was lost in a realization of eternal presence. As I write of this event now, it is obvious that I was having some kind of mystical experience. But at the time I experienced no outside evaluation of what was taking place. I was the experience, absent of all internal conversation.

My body moved without effort. It wouldn’t be totally inaccurate to say that I felt as though I were flying—or at least as though I were gliding along the sidewalk, without a single muscle exerting any force to move me. It was automatic movement of a body focused entirely on a sense of pure knowing that was absent of self. My body walked me up the steps of a small university chapel made of stone.

There was no one inside. The place was dark, with only a little light coming from a dimmed iron chandelier. A dozen wooden pews faced a Gothic-style altar. I walked up to the front pew, sat down, and felt like I had arrived at my natural place. I sat absolutely still, without thought or movement. In those moments I perceived what seemed to be the unity and wholeness of the cosmos.

I don’t know how long I sat there, but I do know that what I am going to describe lasted throughout the evening.

It began as a baptism into a river of absolute love. My deep sense of knowing melted into an even deeper awareness, both of being loved and of loving all of life. To be more accurate, I did not feel separate from the beloved, and the beloved was the world. As I plunged deeper and deeper into this infinite ocean of love, the inside of my body began to get heated. The base of my spine felt like an oven that was getting progressively warmer until it burned with red-hot coals. As the inner heat turned into what felt like molten lava, my body began to tremble.

It may seem strange to you that I had no fear or anxiety about what was happening. I believe this had to do with the fact that I was not in a dualistic relationship with the experience. There was no “I” having “the experience”—there was only unexamined experience. The former boundaries of my self had simultaneously shrunk to an unseen dot and expanded to embrace the whole of the universe. As I went further into the depths of love’s unlimited oceanic space, I also went higher into the sky, feeling both the heavens above and the underbelly of Earth below.

The fireball within began to crawl slowly up my spine. It had a purpose of its own and nothing was going to stop it. Like a baby, after the breaking of its mother’s water, this birth was determinedly on its way. As the lavalike movement crept upward, heat spread throughout every cell in my body. I was on fire. My legs, abdomen, arms, and especially my hands felt as though they could melt through metal.

When the fire came to my heart, the spiritual lightning struck. It was like being pierced in some unintelligible way. My heart was opened and, rather than bursting, it grew and grew. The best way I can describe this is to say that both my heart and head felt as though they physically expanded, first getting larger by a matter of inches, then by feet. Soon my body had no boundaries—my heart and my head had encompassed all of space and time.

Now I was really shaking, trembling, vibrating, and sweating. The inner fire became even hotter, vaporizing the molten lava into pure energy as it entered my head. This steam went out of the top of my head and turned into a ball of light that then stretched itself to a kind of oval, egglike shape immediately in front of me.

My body didn’t cool down or become still. It continued to shake and boil as I beheld a sacred light that filled itself with the image of Jesus. I was in such an intense state of focus that it does not do justice to the experience to say that I saw Jesus. I saw, heard, and felt him at the same time. Every sensory process in my body was fully alive, creating a multidimensional, holistic encounter of the sacred.

As I beheld Jesus, as I felt him, a realization came that my hands were still hot as fire. I felt that I could heal anyone at that moment. Jesus then showed me other holders of sacred wisdom and light. His image dissolved into the image of the disciples, the Virgin Mary, and many other saints, some of whom I did not know. On and on, this slow-moving picture show continued, a magical multisensory film revealing what seemed like all the holy people who had ever lived. My vision soon went beyond the Christian tradition, becoming a global revelation of what seemed to be the truths of all the world religions. I witnessed images of Ghandi, the Buddha, Mohammed, holy medicine people, shamans, yogis, mystics, and a host of other sacred beings, all residing in immediate luminosity.

In this way I was shown that all religions and spiritual practices come from and return to the same source—a divine light born out of unlimited and unqualified love. This love boils inside the inner spiritual vessel and makes the body quake at the slightest awareness of its presence. As I received what others later told me was “direct transmission,” “satori,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “spiritual rapture,” my body dripped with sweat and was baptized with tears that would not stop flowing. I knew, without any doubt, that I was having the most important experience a human being could ever have. And I have never doubted since that time that an experience of that kind is the greatest gift a person can receive.

I believe now that I was hooked up to a cosmic source of timeless wisdom that was principally about relationship and ecological connectedness (rather than particularity and linear cause-and-effect interaction). In this hookup to a spiritual “gas station,” I was filled with some kind of spiritual energy and knowing. That night my spiritual insides were rewired. I was reborn and made into a completely different person. I felt as though I received my entire spiritual education that evening, although it is taking me the rest of my life to understand it. From that moment at nineteen years of age, I have carried an inner spiritual heat that precipitates body shaking and trembling as soon as I focus on spiritual matters.

But on that evening, thirty-three years ago from the time I am writing this account, I didn’t know what to call what had happened. Nor did I know how to talk about it. I also wasn’t sure what to do with the experience. I did find that it took several weeks to cool myself down.

I went to the university bookstore in hope of finding a book that would give me some clue about what had happened. As I walked along one section of the store, a book dropped off the shelf and landed at my feet. I saw that it was the autobiography of a man named Gopi Krishna. This was the first time I ever encountered the word kundalini. As I stood there reading Gopi Krishna’s account of how kundalini, the yoga term for inner spiritual energy, could be heated and activated, I was astonished to find that other people had had similar experiences to mine. However, in Gopi Krishna’s case the kundalini awakening was so strong that it hurt him. I was very lucky to have only felt pure love, bliss, and revelation. There was no pain or horror in my introduction to kundalini.

Later I learned that kundalini is the same as chi, ki, seiki, mana, wakan, jojo, voodoo, Manitou, yesod, baraka, Ruach, holy spirit, and holy ghost power. Whatever name you give it, it is the same. Somehow we all carry this wound-up spring of life force within us, at the base of our spines, and it can be awakened, causing it to heat up and ascend the spinal column. As I learned more about what had happened to me I couldn’t help asking why kundalini had awakened in me. Was it an accident, or had I done something to prepare myself for this?

I entered early adulthood with a secret understanding of my place in the world. I was here to help others be touched by spirit, whether directly or indirectly, however circumstances led that to happen. At the same time, I felt I wasn’t ready to reactivate the internal heat to the degree that it had already played itself out. I told nobody of my kundalini experience. Something inside me said it would take many years of preparation and training to be ready to return to that kind of experience again.
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3 Turning Lines into Circles

One of the consequences of facing that rapturous illumination was that I became more skeptical about mainstream education. University classrooms seemed like dreary dungeons for the imagination, places where students were simply rewarded for being predictable and obedient. Memorize, regurgitate, and receive a grade: that was conventional education in a nutshell. I wanted to find the books and knowledge that would prepare me to hold and address the mystery that had recently touched my life. But before giving up completely on college education, I wondered what I would find at one of the country’s most renowned academic institutions.

One early morning in the summer of 1971, I went to Cambridge and stood by the office of the director of admissions at M.I.T. Upon his arrival, he graciously welcomed me into his office where I reminded him of our meeting at the international science fair. As I had hardly dared to hope, my scholarship was still intact and I was admitted to the university the next week.

It was autumn when I started classes. To my disappointment, M.I.T. began immediately to feel like a soulless place. The buildings and the weather were cold. In spite of all the hype about its reputation, I found this place to be no different pedagogically from any other school that I had attended. It was only more competitive: students worked harder for their grades.

After being at M.I.T. for a month, I was invited to lunch at the faculty club by my academic advisor. There was an impressive grand piano in the lounge. After I played a few tunes on it, my advisor asked me to perform at a party he was hosting. One thing led to another and before long I had an agent setting up bookings to play in Boston society. Music stole my interest and I found myself escaping to the jazz clubs for inspiration.

One evening that autumn, in a smoke-filled basement club on Boylston Street, I experienced the live piano music of Errol Garner, the composer of the popular song Misty. Garner was the most joyous improvisationalist I ever heard. With his body keeping time, punctuated by ecstatic smiles and loud grunts, he hardly ever talked to the audience. He communicated solely with his body and through his music.

Garner’s songs began with absolutely crazy introductions that gave his drummer and bassist no clue as to what he was going to play. Then he would fall into a groove and the song would be launched with a rhythmic pulse that made everyone in the room swing with him. Unable to read music, Garner was plugged into some mysterious music-making talent whose signature was surprise. Not even Garner knew what or how a song would come forth. His music came directly from the earth’s roots. He was an original, unschooled artist, a natural genius.

On that chilly Boston night I felt as though I experienced a spokesperson for the gods. I felt connected to my previous rapture experience. Sitting at a small cocktail table, I wept during his performance. The beauty of that music permeated every cell in my body and I felt inseparable from the pulsing canvas of sound. The next day I found a piano at the university and sat down to play. To my delight, I had somehow absorbed the music from the previous night. I could play in the Garner mode; I felt as though I was plugged in to the same source that moved his fingers on the keyboard. At that moment I fully realized that there was a different kind of learning than what was being offered by high schools and universities. It was learning through absorption, a condition brought on by merging with one’s source of inspiration—like my experience of learning Errol Garner’s music and like my experience of rapture in the small chapel at the University of Missouri. This was education that happened by becoming something rather than by learning about it. It didn’t matter whether you knew how to specify what it was. (Summed up in Garner’s words: when an interviewer once asked him about his inability to read music, he quipped “Hell, man, nobody can hear you read.”)
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