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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

TEEN SPIRIT GUIDE 
TO MODERN SHAMANISM

Teen Spirit Guide to Modern Shamanism is a brilliant book! Kelley Harrell provides you with a wealth of tools to assist you in cultivating your own shamanic path. This is an important book to help readers create a life filled with depth and meaning. Great guide!

Sandra Ingerman, MA, author of Soul Retrieval and Shamanic Journeying: A Beginner Guide

Teen Spirit Guide to Modern Shamanism is fuel for both the head and the heart, offering young spiritual seekers grounded advice and experiential practices for exploring the path of modern shamanism.

Hillary S. Webb, Ph.D., author of Exploring Shamanism, Traveling Between the Worlds: Conversations with Contemporary Shamans, and Yanantin and Masintin in the Andean World: Complementary Dualism in Modern Peru

Long before the repression of shamanic vestiges in the witchcraft persecutions, the Western world lost its shamanic roots and the vital traditions that guided neophytes into this incredible world of the powers of nature. Without guidance for generations, our spiritual potentials have languished or worse, fallen prey to false gods and addictions. Yet the inherent potentials of shamanism still lie within us, and for those particularly gifted or called, these potentials still blossom as they have with Kelley Harrell. Her book presents her discoveries of how to approach our ancient potentials and provides guidance for those who find the shamanic path opening for them. While the neophyte shaman often walks a solitary path into the world of the spirits, the protection of the wisdom of our elders has always been essential guidance. Knowledge and experience from the wounded healers of the past can help those who walk the path today. Kelley’s book provides guidance and wisdom to help structure the modern encounter with these ancient spiritual healing principles.

Dr. Michael Winkelman, M.P.H., Ph.D. Author of Shamanism A Biopsychosocial Paradigm of Consciousness and Healing
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To Maya and Tristan, to all of our wise young, for their courage to keep reminding us.
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Foreword

In a way, I had it made, growing up where I did. Salem, Massachusetts—the historical site of the 1692-93 witch trials, and a place which in recent years had become a kind of Mecca for those interested in exploring the weird and the wyrd. In those days, it was not unusual to see someone walking down the street wearing a black cape or cloak, often with a pendant of the crescent moon slung around his or her neck. Esoteric bookstores and herbal apothecaries lined the streets; palm and tarot readers sat at small, cloth-covered tables on the sidewalks. Back then, Laurie Cabot, the “Official Witch of Salem,” was often in the papers, always up to some kind of benign but newsworthy shenanigans.

I don’t know if growing up in that environment was responsible for my childhood passion for exploring the reality-beyond-reality or if it was something that I was born with. Either way, living in Salem allowed me to immerse myself in such phenomena as clairvoyance, astral projection, lucid dreaming, energy healing, and so many other ways of knowing that our society tells us aren’t real. I had no mentor to guide me. I was a shy eleven-year-old and afraid to ask for help. I was afraid to talk to my parents about my interests, for fear that they would think I was weird, or crazy, or—much, much worse—that they would make me stop. And so I went on alone.

I can’t remember exactly what set me off, but at some point I was suddenly overcome with the fear that exploring non-ordinary reality in this way—alone, without guidance—might lead me to lose touch with ordinary reality. With that, I tossed out all my books and potions and shut that passion away. More than a decade later, while in my mid-twenties, I was introduced to modern shamanism. And on this spiritual and psychological path I found exactly what I had been looking for all those years ago. I had found a set of tools and techniques for entering into non-ordinary states of awareness in which I could access tangible, useable knowledge—about myself, about the world around me—in a way that defies our current scientific models of how such knowing is attained. It was a way of interacting with the world that jived with some deeply buried part of me. Just as importantly, I had found a group of teachers and a community with whom I could share the profound experiences that followed.1 With that, my early passion was reignited and thus became a directing force within my personal and professional life.

I wish I’d had Teen Spirit Guide to Modern Shamanism back in those early days, when I was young and just starting out. If you’ve picked up (or downloaded) this book, it’s probably because, like so many of us, you feel an irresistible pull towards non-ordinary realms of experience. If so, you have come to the right place. Kelley Harrell, herself a long-time, committed seeker, recognizes your passion and, within the pages that follow, offers wise guidance to assist you in cultivating your own personalized shamanic path; teaching you how to access the stories and gifts that are uniquely yours and then put them to good use within daily life.

To discover these stories and gifts is no easy task for, as one of my shamanic teachers says, “The farthest we’ll ever have to travel is from our heads to our hearts.”2 There are many twists and turns on the path from the head to the heart; many stops and starts and, very often, more questions than answers. But times have changed since I was a teen. As Harrell writes so eloquently and encouragingly in the first few pages, “We don’t have to do it alone anymore.”

Thank goodness for that. Teen Spirit Guide to Modern Shamanism is fuel for both the head and the heart, offering young spiritual seekers grounded advice and experiential practices for exploring the path of modern shamanism.

Hillary S. Webb, PhD.

Author, Yanantin and Masintin in the Andean World: Complementary Dualism in Modern Peru; Exploring Shamanism; and Traveling Between the Worlds: Conversations with Contemporary Shamans
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Preface

The sun, moon, and the stars are our first awareness that something greater than ourselves exists. To us they are timeless, permanent. Fixed points guiding our shifting consciousness, having witnessed the creation of Earth and evolution of humanity, they shape our awareness of how we relate to every living thing. With their infinite perspective, if you could engage them and know their wisdom, their origin, their destiny, would you?

That’s animism. Considered the oldest religion, it’s an ancient expression of awareness beyond the self. Through dreams and trance states, this spark once lit every major world religion. The belief that everything has a soul, all souls are connected thus can intercommunicate, and that all souls are equal is a potent vantage point on a humbling path.

Now imagine being able to talk with the spirit of anything in life, better yet—All That Is. What dialogue could emerge between you and a blade of grass? How might learning the spiritual plight of an aeons-extinct ethnic group enrich your life choices? Hearing the voice of living space, would you inhabit it differently?

This is shamanism: the practice of communicating with the soul in All Things. When I say ‘practice’ I don’t mean repeating an act until you get it right. In this use, it means to instill regular discipline to accomplish a specific task, ritual without which we feel incomplete, or that our experience of each day is less.

Shamanism is an expression of animism. Everything that is alive is alive, so the sages say, and if we allow ourselves to engage in that openness, how we create our radiant selves and manifest wild lives can be radically transformed forever.

In modern terms, what does this mean? If you can risk being the crazy person talking to yourself, there may be a shaman in you, yet.

Dream well,

~skh
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Our Wise Young

In Western culture it’s an oxymoron to suggest that young people are wise, that they could provide informed counsel amongst themselves or to adults. Yet we romanticize childhood as a primal connection to Source, intuition that weakens the more we seat into form, society, adulthood. In reality, children arrive animists. They learn about life, themselves, and empathy by imagining the liveliness of everything they come into contact with. Yet abandoning such child’s play is a hallmark of maturation in the West. Such contradiction has closed our eyes to the value the young bring to our cultural spiritual path.

Likewise, most of us aren’t raised in spiritual traditions that support our juicy knowing. Many have been forced to suppress intuition and abilities, useful life skills that happen not to be honored in our culture.

Not having a connection to a particular tradition doesn’t preclude being able to choose a shamanic path. It doesn’t mean that you can’t still cultivate extraordinary abilities in a way that is quite practical, if not helpful. In fact, know that seeking to know more about shamanism indicates firm trust in inner guidance. Despite its prominence now, you don’t stumble onto the path of shamanism. That odd trail blazes itself to you.

In my childhood I was aware that I experienced phenomena those around me did not. I saw spirits of both the deceased and the living, I had prophetic dreams, I could sense and sometimes see life force, and I was aware of aspects of my soul leaving and returning. Of course I wasn’t raised with a vocabulary for what any of this was, let alone the awareness that having these experiences was not just okay, but natural. Having been raised in a traditional path of organized religion, I didn’t decide to explore my abilities until I was seventeen years old. In fact, it didn’t occur to me until then that my innate abilities could be considered skills that I could hone and use.

Given that context, I’m a pretty standard Caucasian, middle-class American woman. I have some interesting genealogy that could comprise indigenous spiritual whisperings that may have echoed softly through the animistic perspective of my grandfather. But I wasn’t raised in such teachings. I am from what is considered in modern shamanism a “broken path,” meaning, my ancestors may have been Celts and Eastern Cherokee, but I wasn’t raised in those traditions, myself. Through the hardship of seeking mysticism in a culture that denounces it and my own insatiable desire to create myself as I truly feel I am, I chose to return to traditions that supersede ancestry.

I came into my abilities as a child, and to shamanism as my personal path in young adulthood. I began working with others as a modern shaman in 1998, and established my practice, Soul Intent Arts, in 2000. To see my path so succinctly summarized in two sentences doesn’t give proper credence to how hard it was to find resources on shamanism in the 1980s-90s, or how alone I was in the creation of a modern shamanic presence in the suburban southeastern United States. It isn’t that way now, and part of my professional practice has been to establish the Tribe of the Modern Mystic, to create community for others who feel isolated in the realization of spiritual awareness. Still, even in woo woo circles, shamanism is the fringe of the fringe. It’s widely misunderstood and characterized by gender, ethnic, and psychological bias, as well as superstition.

We don’t have to wear animal skins, shake bird vertebra, and speak in tongues to be shamans, though we can if we want to. Spirit Guides will visit us if we wear Ugg boots and jeans just as easily. Specific training and classes aren’t required to lead a shamanic life, or even to become a shaman. Indeed, we are all shamanic in nature, though we have not all accepted the role of shaman. I draw a marked distinction between the two, as one who holds a shamanic life view for self, and one who assumes the role of working with others as a shaman. Regardless of what initiation is received, I suggest intensely studying shamanism, and suspect the deeper you travel into the spirit realm so directly, a desire blossoms to learn how to do so better, with someone who understands the ropes, as well as how they can ensnare.

Having a mentor is critical in learning shamanism in a safe, grounded practice. I know that’s very ‘pot/kettle.’ I didn’t have a mentor, yet I insist it’s a must. The thing is, when I was seeking, there weren’t mentors. I remained self-taught for a decade before I found someone who could help me shape my work. Now, there are those who not only model animistic life, but share their wisdom openly. We don’t have to do it alone and stumbling anymore. As well, many great articles and books are available to learn the bare bones of shamanism, also online and in-person classes offered around the world. Raw talent and basic skills aside, I wholeheartedly encourage finding someone to be co-accountable in the process of learning to navigate the world of the wyrd, and how to healthily set the boundaries in soul work.

Learning shamanism isn’t just about acquiring techniques in how to do it, but also how to incorporate and deal with the changes it brings to everyday life. A weekend class can teach how to go into the spirit world in a more informed way, though it can’t impart what to do with the information gained from it, or how to process it into a changed perspective that works.

For that reason, throughout reading this book, begin searching for a shaman to work with. Feel free to contact me to help find someone nearby. The information here will facilitate arrival to a mentor more informed, aware of the challenges that may rise, and with a clearer sense of why shamanism now.






What do you think?

Consider your options for widening your shamanic education. You are the best person to gauge how you learn. Do you thrive in self-paced studies, or do you need a group to bounce off of? Do you need weekly accountability, or is daily more your speed? Can you learn in isolation, or do you need regular face time? What qualities do you need most in a teacher? In studies?

The great thing about learning an esoteric skill is that you get to craft your approach to learning it, and you can in large part do it your way. Be honest with yourself about how you learn best, your willingness to set aside daily time to devote to your studies, and go for it with your heart singing!






PART I – WHAT SHAMANS ARE 
The History of Shamanism

Talking about shamanism without dabbling a bit into history is like trying to drive a Bentley with no engine. I’ll keep it as brief and light as possible, though this is definitely a case of knowing what you’re coming from to create where you’re going.

No one knows when exactly animism, thus shamanism, began. Noted scholars on archaic religious roots, such as Michael Ripinsky-Naxon and Robert Wallis, approach it as a natural development of human awareness, an emergence of expression from shared emotions, empathy, and dreams, resulting in a desire to find meaning in them.3

Early researchers of shamanism studied indigenous tribes and ancient artifacts for information on ecstatic religious rituals. Most prominent among these is historian Mircea Eliade, and his groundbreaking tome of the 1950s, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Eliade’s work set the tone for how shamanism would be accepted in the modern world, shedding light onto a little-known path, while creating biases and erroneous assumptions that exist, still. For example, in his world study of various shamanistic cultures, he deduced that none honored women as true shamans, which having expanded our worldly knowledge, we now accept as not true4. The oldest skeletal remains of a shaman belonged to a woman.5 Female shamans were present throughout history in many cultures, including Chile, Siberia, and China. As well, he didn’t address sexual orientation, specifically a pervasive concept that shamans walk between worlds, and also stand between gender. Thus, through decades of study after his omission, the role of women and queer sexuality in shamanism was disregarded.

Without question, the man responsible for bringing shamanism into modern awareness is Michael Harner, author of The Way of the Shaman. Not without its biases and accusations of cultural appropriation, Harner’s work presented what he considered a cultureless approach to shamanic technique, which he called “Core Shamanism.” He went on to found The Foundation for Shamanic Studies, which has in many ways branded shamanism around the world.

Some of our best insight into the human experience of the unseen most recently has been in the work of anthropologist Michael Winkelman, specifically, Shamanism – a Biopsychosocial Paradigm of Consciousness and Healing. By linking base human neurological function to the work of Jung and others focused on common human ecstatic experience, as well as to base motor function, valuable insight into not just “why” shamanism, but “how” shamanism is clarified.

You can see that for the most part, in Western discussion, shamanism has been dominated by academics, based in anthropology, and most recently psychologists and ethnographers, with their own cultural, ethnic, social, and psychological biases. Accounts of animistic societies and how shamanism thrummed through daily life were not valued; thus, they weren’t made available in the ‘civilized world.’ Until the last decade, there were no personal accounts of contemporary people using these ancient techniques, an omission that served as motivation to write my memoir, Gift of the Dreamtime.

Given our scholarly yet rocky acceptance of shamanism, there is a tendency in the West to believe that shamanism is Native American. In reality, most Native Americans never heard the word “shaman” until it became popular in modern use, and to refer to a Native American tribal spiritual leader as such—and possibly that of other cultures—is insulting. A broader truth is that some animistic perspective and mystical expression of that awareness pervaded every culture. What we call that and how we describe the details is still under scrutiny.

With the question of the origin of shamanism in mind, we do know the origin of the term. It would be remiss of me not to mention that in wider circles, many consider the term ‘shaman’ hijacked from the Tungus Evinki tribe. Originating from the word šamán, a form of the Chinese sha men, meaning “Buddhist monk,” it is assumed to be derived from the Sanskrit word sramana, meaning “Buddhist ascetic.”6 Because of its geographic specificity, strict scholars say that ‘shaman’ refers to practitioners of a specific role, in Northern Asia. The idea that the word describes a general ecstatic interspiritual practice, or mystics from diverse cultures, is considered an insult. This specificity is something to keep in mind as you venture into various studies of shamanism, as well as the diverse personalities who shape it.

Along with disputes over the title, there are concerns around the cultural appropriation of various components of shamanism. I mentioned earlier, most of us who are descended from Western European roots (and other cultural groups) are on a broken path, spiritually speaking. Somewhere in our past branches an enormous family tree, comprised of all sorts of animistic, pre-Abrahamic roots. Most of us would have to go pretty far back to trace such a tradition to the present, and only for a small minority is that even possible. The rest of us respond to a cellular calling, perhaps intellectual or heart-centered interest in older paths, and find ourselves making peace with a lot of misconceptions, challenged personal truths, and frayed religious ends. Others of us hold spiritual interests with no ties to our genetic heritage. Some calling beyond DNA or upbringing leads us beyond convention into a world view and spiritual discipline far outside our familiar.

Whatever the reason, in the social global community, many now explore spiritual approaches not native to the home hearth. Some see this expansion as a positive expression, crossing intercultural barriers and widening awareness. Others see it as a right, possibly a destiny or obligation. However we feel about delving into the spiritual traditions of another culture, keep in mind how the influence of outsiders impacts that tradition and its greater culture.

Sadly, cultural appropriation is a problem because historically non-natives have sought to participate in, use, claim, and/or profit from native practices. Poaching rituals, garb, and even cosmologies then presented as original creations have plagued the modern shamanic movement. Other injustices come in the form of judgments against indigenous practitioners, sending the message that they are savages. Pervasive still are the ideas that shamanistic tribes lack a civilized worldview, that paganism and other earth-based religions clash with Western Abrahamic philosophies, that the use of entheogens (psychoactive substances) to induce trance states is required, that shamanism can only be dark sorcery, and the incessant questioning of the mental stability of practitioners.
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