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INTRODUCTION

I saw a ladder. It was more like a pole with rungs on it let down from heaven, and it reached from heaven to earth. I was on the bottom rung, and somebody was on every rung, climbing upward.…

TESTIMONY OF A FORMER SLAVE IN TENNESSEE,
COLLECTED BY CHARLES S. JOHNSON

The most extraordinary and incomprehensible fact of my life is that I entered the spiritual universe of the Kalahari Bushmen, the oldest living culture on Earth, and followed its tracks. When I came across a visionary rope hanging from the sky, I walked toward it and was lifted into the heavens. There I danced with God.

I am a university professor and practitioner of family therapy who, decades ago, was brought into the Bushman’s old way of working the spirit—the original form of spirituality that predates all major religions by thousands of years. Admittedly, my experiences with them felt like I had been swept away by an alien spacecraft, shown secrets to the universe, and then brought back to Earth several decades later. In my case, I actually did work with them for a period of nearly twenty years, and yes, they took me on an experiential flight into outer space (the full story to be shared later). As incredible and delightful as this kind of experience might first seem, pause to imagine arriving home and realizing what others will think if you report the story. You might be taken to therapy.

I have kept relatively quiet about most of my experiences. Until now, I only conveyed parts of my story, limited to excerpts that were accessible to spiritual seekers. Though I never imagined telling the whole of my learning, the Bushman elders have asked me to no longer keep it secret. With respect for their request, I am fully disclosing what I have been taught. I will share it without fear or concern about others’ reactions, and without holding anything back. The world needs to know the uncompromised truth about the experiential world of these beautiful and wonderful people.

What you are about to hear may be surprising or even shocking, but be assured that it is liberating. To start, we can authoritatively say we are all from Africa. On May 2, 2009, the BBC and other major news services announced that a ten-year scientific study concluded that the Bushmen (some anthropologists call them the San or the Ju|’hoan Bushmen as well) have the oldest genetic lineage, empirically proving that they are the descendants of the ancestors for all modern humans. Furthermore, the origin of modern human migration was pinpointed as the present home of the Bushmen by the University of Pennsylvania’s Dr. Sarah Tishkoff and her research team, whose results were published in the journal Science.

This news is timely, for it comes right when we need a long-overdue homecoming to return us to the original wisdom of the oldest ways of Africa. There, we find the source of all spiritualities. The spiritual know-how we seek was given to our African ancestors in the beginning, and it is our birthright to rediscover what has been forgotten and lost. We must return to the mother continent, the birthplace of humanity, the oldest inhabited land on the globe—Africa, home of our spiritual roots.

The Kalahari Desert of southern Africa is one of the most remote wilderness areas in the world. Amidst the dry grassland and scrubby acacias, we find lions, leopards, brown hyenas, meerkats, jackals, ostriches, exotic birds, reptiles, termites, and scorpions, among other creatures. This land is home to the largest succulent plants found anywhere, the giant baobab trees that are sometimes more than two thousand years old, and camelthorn trees, which house the haystacksize communal nests of the weavers. Resembling sparrows, these socially inclined birds live to intimately interact and embody the mysteries of being fully alive, just like the Bushmen.

The Kalahari may not look like the Sahara, but it behaves as treacherously. During the short rainy season, it becomes a vibrant oasis of lush vegetation surrounded by colorful fauna. When the rains vanish, the Kalahari becomes dry and fierce. It can rain very heavily in a single day, with immediate sweeping floods until the next day, when it returns to being bone dry. Appearances change in a moment in the Kalahari; it is shape-shifting land.

The Kalahari is an authentic place of mystery, with ancient legends and mythical tales that reach far back into the past when the great culture of the Kalahari Bushmen lived free from the disturbance of other human beings. It is presently the Bushmen’s last place to survive, the final resting place of our ancestral culture.

Today we know that the Bushmen are the link to our original ancestors. From a place inside the present borders of southern Africa, modern human migration began. In the beginning, we were all Bushmen—people inseparable from the wild of nature.

Most of us assume that human culture improved and evolved since the beginning of our species. Though we are proud of technological advancement and textbook knowledge, we acquired modernity at a price. As we tamed the wilderness, we became disconnected from nature. Have we forgotten how to maintain peace? How often do we embrace ecstatic communion with one another and the divine? Are we able to track and hunt like the first people, or would we quickly perish if thrown into the wilderness to survive on our own? Have we devolved the skills that are vital for survival? Where is our know-how for nurturing emotions, natural wisdom, and raw spirituality in ways that enable us to thrive?

We have learned that we are all descended from Africa at a time when the world economy is seriously struggling, with global pandemics predicted and war littering every corner of the globe. People are feeling more uncertain, lost, and afraid of the future. Have the skills of intellect and technology failed the so-called civilized cultures?

Meanwhile, the Bushmen still dance in the Kalahari and bring forth tremendous, transformative joy. Though they have never experienced material wealth, they are spiritually prosperous. Unfortunately, their future is threatened by the recent discovery of more diamonds and special metals in their homeland, attracting the interest of a dangerous breed of scavenger driven by economic greed. They are asking and pleading that their wisdom—their original way of spirituality—be shared and taught to the world, before it is too late.

The scientific evidence clearly suggests that every one of us is a descendant of the Kalahari Bushmen. Our ancestors are the ones portrayed in the popular movie The Gods Must Be Crazy. Their ancient rock art indicates that they have been practicing an extraordinarily potent form of spirituality for over sixty thousand years. What the Bushmen have practiced over all these years is critically important knowledge that could benefit the rest of the world as it faces today’s challenges and crises.

Finding the Original Way to God

Whereas most explorers have roamed the world looking for diamonds, emeralds, gold, and silver, different treasure is found beneath the deep sand of the oldest wisdom tradition. This book presents the recent discovery of some of the most remarkable spiritual treasure ever uncovered. It has been my life’s mission to search for the original way of finding God, and I found it in the Kalahari.

There, in the Kalahari Desert of Namibia and Botswana, a small number of Bushman elders hold our most ancient wisdom. These individuals grew up at a time when there was little to no contact with technologically developed outsiders. Up until their early adulthood, they were hunter-gatherers. They chased giraffes, elands, and kudu while fighting off mambas, lions, and leopards. Living in grass huts, they made arrows out of bone and used ostrich eggs to hold their drinking water. Of all the amazing accounts about these first people, the Bushmen are most famous for their uncanny and mind-boggling tracking skills. If you want to find a lost person or locate any animal in the Kalahari, a Bushman can track it down for you.

What few people know is that the Kalahari Bushmen are also able to track God. These practitioners of the oldest way find their path to the divine in the same manner that they hunt for any other living presence. Long before there were Tibetans, Hindus, Christians, Muslims, Jews, Native Americans, Pagans, Siberians, Mayans, and Zen Buddhists, the Bushmen were walking directly into the heavens. The world’s most enduring culture has been the custodian of the original way of making connection with the sacred. They have asked me to share their straightforward means of finding and entering eternity.

In the beginning of the human race, so the Bushmen say, the Creator gave them what there is to know about spiritual living. Since that time, they have conserved and embodied the original sacred mysteries, particularly when dancing on the Kalahari sand. When the Ice Age ended, the sub-Saharan land became too dry, and some of the original ancestors dispersed throughout the rest of the world. The subsequent, alleged advances of these later developed cultures generally involved taming the wild. First the plants were tamed by agriculture. Then the animals were domesticated, followed by the subjugation of women.

Along the way, complex experience was tamed with words and rational understanding, with the consequence that many human beings were left thirsting for whatever states of awe and mystery they’d had in the beginning. This encapsulation and taming of the wild fractured our connection with the divine. As we broke the bonds of relationship and interdependency with one another and disrupted our ecological matrix, our link to the divine mysteries became all but lost.

Most highly literate spiritual teachers argue that abstract philosophies and theologies represent an evolution of spirituality over the “primitives” who danced around a fire rather than sitting to read and discuss a book. The Bushmen have a different story. They believe that language, ideas, theories, and abstract thinking too easily deceive. With language games, we are led away from how our heart can be fully awakened to bridge with eternal wisdom and guidance. The Bushmen see today’s world as lost and disconnected from the original mysteries given by the Creator.

The original way to tracking God, what may be called original spirituality, is surprisingly found through embracing wild laughter, syncopated rhythm, and ecstatic love.

The Bushman way does not require books or institutionalized religions. It invites you to find the tracks that can lead you directly to the spiritual universe. Here, the spiritual tracks, called “the ropes to God,” are valued over libraries, schools, and ritualized teaching. In the Kalahari, the oldest way to God is found through experiencing a journey that immerses us in the original mysteries. The oldest spiritual tradition asks us to immediately stop the pretension of pretending that we can receive wisdom through rational means. The alternative is an invitation to follow the highest bliss and joy, going past the limitations of small mind into the limitless heart and soul of Creation.

The original way to tracking God, what may be called original spirituality, is surprisingly found through embracing wild laughter, syncopated rhythm, and ecstatic love. In other words, we find enlightenment through bringing forth absurd talk, spirited music, and heartfelt embrace. These are the very avenues of expression that many well-established religions caution us about or fail to emphasize.

The message of the world’s oldest religion is to be outrageously happy.…

The Bushmen suggest that we have turned the basic truths of living upside-down and that is why practically everything in our lives, from the global economy to our homes, schools, politics, and ecology, is in such a topsy-turvy mess. Their invitation is for us to stop spending so much time sitting still in any meditative, classroom, or boardroom stupor, and to be less attached to professed cognitive insights, explanations, and understandings. Original spirituality invites us to engage in more heartfelt caring, sharing, and daring encounters with one another. Doing so leaves us with the desire to move our body and tease our mind, rather than still our body and salute our mind.

The original way to God simply involves this unambiguous turnabout directive: start performing almost everything you have been told not to do. Trust ecstatic arousal more than sedated relaxation; pay more attention to irrationality than over-rationality; cultivate circular thought over linear causality; prioritize whole feelings as opposed to fragmented thoughts; seek jazzy syncopation rather than monotonous metronome-like, tick-tock-clock rhythms; become improvisational rather than ritualistic; and revere wild experience over that which is tame. The message of the world’s oldest religion is to be outrageously happy and to do so with less seriousness, purposefulness, and know-it-all consciousness than our educators and spiritual teachers have taught. Yes, the gods are crazy, and they expect the same from us if we want to hang out with them!

Becoming a Messenger of the Original Spirituality

Sharing the message of the world’s oldest religion is not without its challenges. For one thing, a background of deception and misinformation among some explorers, writers, and anthropologists has left many of us cautious about reports on previously uncharted spiritual territory.

Over the years quite a few writers—sometimes bestselling—have not told the truth about their spiritual adventures. Even some anthropologists have reported false information. There are more than a few accounts of cultural informants making up fictional replies for ambitious anthropologists. It’s no wonder that caution abounds on all sides.

In addition, anthropologists easily miss the essence of Bushman spirituality because of their erroneous assumptions about how they think Bushmen experience the world. The Bushmen do not tell a person anything more about spirituality that isn’t already developed and present in the person they are talking with. If you know nothing about spirituality, they tell you nothing and tease you about your desire to know, saying that too much experiential knowledge “might kill you.” If you know a little, they address that little part of your knowing and still tease you. If you know a lot, they tell you everything and tease you even more.

Let me explain how I came to be a messenger of original spirituality: From a young age, I always loved science and music, specifically jazz. In high school, I was a small-town boy who, against all odds, won the international science fair and a scholarship to MIT. It was a good thing that I won the big prize because I had absentmindedly overlooked applying to college! In college, I studied cybernetics, the original science of complexity, and received my doctorate from Purdue University. I focused on explaining how change takes place in people’s lives from the perspective of observed patterns of relationship rather than fantasized psychological processes. Following my mentor, anthropologist Gregory Bateson, I thought psychology’s way of thinking was crazier than the clients it treated. I accordingly abandoned psychological and psychiatric thinking in favor of seeing the world through cybernetic, systemic, and ecological metaphors. My first published book, Aesthetics of Change, was regarded as one of the seminal texts in cybernetics by one of its founders, Heinz von Foerster.

I am trying to make clear that I did not begin as a spiritual seeker. What I knew about religion I learned from my grandfather and father, two country preachers who were kind and gentle human beings, and who simply said that God is love and that everything else said about the holy was made up. This spiritual understanding worked for me then as it does today.

All was fine in my early life, but at the age of twenty, I suddenly stopped playing the piano and told no one why, because I had no way to describe what had happened. I was not a schooled pianist but played by feelings. Music opened my heart to such an extent that it precipitated the most extraordinary experience of my life. Without any conscious guidance, I spontaneously experienced what the Kalahari Bushmen regard as their initiation to another way of being. At the time, I had never heard of the Bushmen and had no spiritual theories or metaphors to account for what took place.

I experienced a love so big that it made me tremble and shake as I felt its pulse of infinite joy. In this mind-blowing and heart-opening experience, I witnessed a six-foot-tall luminous egg directly in front of me. It was more than a spiritual vision: it was a fountain of love that poured ecstatic happiness and deep meaning into my heart all night long. This egg hatched a love that surpassed the intensity of anything I had ever felt before. The lovesickness of romantic love, the ecstasy of spiritual conversion, and the deep togetherness of familial relations were not anywhere near this bliss zone. It was an extreme form of love.

Years later, I would learn that the Bushmen call this rare experience the deliverance of God’s ostrich egg, and they believe that it brings the know-how for entering and navigating the mysteries of the spiritual universe. At the time, I was so emotionally absorbed in the experience that I didn’t care about explaining it. I knew from the bottom of my heart and soul that it was completely good and came from the purest, highest, and most whole source of all that is sacred. However, I believed that the experience was so strong that if it happened again, I might be swept away and never return. That is why I stopped playing the piano. I wasn’t ready to reenter that infinite bliss anytime soon.

I kept this experience to myself, telling no one for over a decade. I quieted the music, threw myself into scholarship, and moved up the academic ladder, becoming a full professor and the director of several doctoral programs. My publications, now more focused on the practice of therapy, were read around the world, and in some places, they were required reading for those seeking licensure to be a family therapist.

At the height of my early academic career, in 1992, I was invited to be a visiting professor at the University of South Africa. The week prior, I’d dreamed of visiting a band of Bushmen in the Kalahari. To my surprise, this dream showed a map of their exact location. I accepted the invitation and requested that a trip be organized to take me to the place I had seen, the Khutse Game Reserve in the Central Kalahari of Botswana, the second largest desert in Africa.

The point of my personal story is that I became an expert on the circular thinking of cybernetics and the professional practice of family therapy as a means of distancing myself from an extraordinary experience I felt I couldn’t tell anyone about, only to find that my scholarship and profession provided a way for me to visit the Bushmen, the leading experts on what I was running away from. I paradoxically came full circle, and this was how I was able to first meet the Kalahari Bushmen.

I had more visionary dreams and invitations to visit remote places in the world. My dreams became a sort of mystical travel agency booking me to places I typically knew little about. I became a visiting scholar in Japan, Brazil, Paraguay, Australia, and many other places that enabled me to meet elders from the cultures I was visioning, and I often became entrusted with their most sacred healing traditions or spiritual lineages.

I finally took a sabbatical from the university to spend more time studying the global wisdom traditions. During that time, a speech I gave at a psychotherapy conference caught the attention of the directors of a foundation concerned with cultural healing practices. The foundation offered me the opportunity to continue to travel and document the healing traditions of cultures around the globe. My one-year sabbatical ended up lasting over a decade. I became vice president and distinguished scholar of cultural affairs for the Ringing Rocks Foundation and led expeditions throughout the world to help conserve the transformative expertise I had uncovered in my previous academic visits. This work was critically praised by scholars all over the world—from the American Museum of Natural History to Oxford University—and was publicly presented at renowned institutions, including the Smithsonian Museum in New York City and the Origins Centre in Johannesburg.

I found… that the Kalahari Bushmen, our ancestral culture, held the original form of spirituality and that all other traditions could be seen and understood in relation to it.

I found the rich samurai healing heritage of Japan, the ecstatic shaking traditions in the Caribbean, and the soulfulness of Louisiana to be especially formative and enlightening, as they revealed vibrant commonalities with the Kalahari practitioners. Overall, what I found was that the Kalahari Bushmen, our ancestral culture, held the original form of spirituality and that all other traditions could be seen and understood in relation to it. As I returned to the Kalahari over and over again during a period of nearly two decades, I began to see what was fundamental to healing, meaningful everyday living, and transformation.

I never anticipated how the key ingredients of my personal life experiences would combine to produce an accidental entrance into original spirituality. Namely, when playing music through feelings was added to precise scholarship about circular thinking, with a dash of the emotional upbringing in a country church, and then mixed together with the zesty teasing and laughter that was part of my family of origin, it made a mojo marinade that prepared me to receive a visionary ostrich egg, a dreamed map of the Kalahari, and an actual airline ticket to meet the Bushmen.

The moment I first saw the Kalahari Bushmen in 1992, they came running across the desert to greet me. The spiritual elder of the Khutse community in Botswana immediately announced that they had dreamed of my coming as I had dreamed of seeing them. Montag, an old Bushman healer, came over and said, “Welcome to your home. We have been waiting for you.” He then pointed to a scraggy camelthorn tree about one hundred yards away and said, “You will live under that tree. You will dance with us, and we will feel your healing hands bring us joy. Know that you have come home. Someday you will die, and you will again return to that tree.” Those were the first words I heard from the Bushmen. It might not come as a surprise that I wondered whether I was dreaming the whole thing.

I did not go to the Kalahari alone. I was accompanied by Professor Peter Johnson, whose background in qualitative field research enriched our dialogue and helped keep my experiences grounded to his astute observations. What we experienced sometimes defied logical explanation, but it was deeply familiar to my heart and the ways in which feelings had awakened my spiritual life. My first visit to the Kalahari was a homecoming for my heart and soul. There, I found others who started each day with the same spiritual breakfast—the felt presence of God’s ostrich egg.

In the Kalahari, I discovered original spirituality. Its tracks lead to cultural traditions all over the planet. Most important, the Bushmen know how to find and follow the tracks that lead directly to God. The message I bring is not esoteric or complicated. It does not involve secret incantations, magic wands, or expensive potions. It has no hidden vault wherein ancient books prescribe recipes for enlightenment. It often doesn’t seem anything like the organized religions of the world. It is neither old nor new age; its concern is with the timeless eternal. You might say it goes beyond spirituality—beyond the words people rely on to find the spirit.

For nearly two decades since that first visit, I have organized many expeditions to the Bushmen. I have recorded and filmed my interviews with the help of professional photographers, audio engineers, and filmmakers. I have taken other scholars into the field with me. Finally, I have shared my findings with renowned anthropologists and scientists. One of them, Megan Biesele, PhD, cofounder and coordinator of the Kalahari Peoples Fund and former member of the Harvard Kalahari Research Group, went back to the Kalahari and interviewed the elders I’d worked with. She wanted to check out the authenticity of my claims. Knowing the Bushmen’s fondness for teasing, I am sure they told her that I was an unusual baboon who had the head of a rhinoceros and the tail of a giraffe. Or that they had fed me to a lion that only spat me out because I hadn’t been grilled long enough. Whatever jokes they enjoyed at my expense, Professor Biesele and our Kalahari friends were serious enough about the importance of having their teachings heard that they conspired the following endorsement to help a reader trust the story that is about to be told:

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.…

David Lewis-Williams, PhD, founder of the Rock Art Research Institute in Johannesburg and an important rock art scientist, did not want to be left out of roasting my work. His words help explain what the Bushmen think about their way of doctoring:

After many astounding experiences, the Bushmen accepted Keeney as a “doctor,” a n|om-kxao, one who is believed to possess and control a supernatural essence or power that can be harnessed to heal people with physical and social ills.

And finally, Hans Vahrmeijer, a retired botanist and author at the Botanical Research Institute, Pretoria, South Africa, accompanied me on many trips to the Kalahari. His observations were as startling to him as they were to me when I experienced what he was talking about. He points to some of the remarkable classrooms the Bushmen use in the Kalahari:

During the years and numerous expeditions with Bradford Keeney to the Bushmen of southern Africa, I observed an odyssey into a fascinating spiritual world. They allowed him to delve deeper and deeper until he became an accepted holder of their most important truths. I observed him being taught and trained by them to such a level over the years that even longdistance communication by way of dreams became a natural reality for him.

This book tells the story of how I, though culturally ordained as a university professor, family therapist, and even president of the Louisiana Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, found myself thrown into the mysteries of the Bushman way of spirituality and healing. In this journey, I was shown the tracks to God and led inside the spiritual universe of the original people. The extraordinary experiences described in this book have been confirmed as authentic and well-known by the most respected spiritual elders of the Kalahari.

The spiritual know-how for tracking and finding the gods has become a part of my everyday life. In this remarkable journey, I became a holder of the Kalahari way of healing. To the Bushman elders, I am recognized as a doctor who has mastered their healing traditions and who even keeps the other Bushman doctors strong. After I spent decades tracking the ultimate source of spirituality on an odyssey that took me numerous times around the world, the Bushman elders have asked me, who they call the “big doctor,” to write down what is most important to know about their original way to God. I recorded their request and blessing to proceed. This book presents the teachings of original spirituality as spoken by the last remaining ancestors who actually live the oldest ways. It is written so that their ancient way, which is our original way, may be a voice of truth and a light of clarity in the midst of dark and deceptive times.

For the Bushmen, the great mysteries of spirituality are delivered through two mediums—love and laughter.

Original spirituality is unschooled and so simple that you may not believe it at first. No matter, for it has little to do with belief. It is more about getting knocked out by your heightened feelings. For the Bushmen, the great mysteries of spirituality are delivered through two mediums—love and laughter. No average feeling of love or humorous giggle will work. I am speaking of extreme love and wild laughter. From the beginning of human history, the original way of finding meaning, healing, and transformation drew upon loving and laughing yourself into the arms of the gods. My task is to help you feel this love and humor. There is nothing to understand, nor is any advanced conceptual learning required. This is an alternative to talking-head teachers. You get to the heavens with a belly laugh and a heartthrob. The main tools are inspired music for awakening your feelings and radical teasing that distracts your mind from interfering with the divine play that desires your intimate participation. This is what original spirituality is all about.

The truths of the most spiritually wealthy people desperately need to be shared with those who thirst for purpose, meaning, healing, and joy. What an irony that the home of the Bushmen, the Kalahari, means “the great thirst” from the Tswana word Kgala. While the rest of the world is thirsting for spiritual wisdom, the Kalahari’s people have been waiting to quench it.

The Original Mysteries Revealed

This book will set forth, for the first time in written history, the oldest teachings ever given for how we can find the deepest meaning, fullest purpose, and highest joy in life. These teachings will be articulated as the twelve original mysteries. Each mystery represents one part of the whole of spirituality. These mysteries include activating the non-subtle universal life force (what the Bushmen call n|om), heightening emotional experience, vibratory interaction, direct downloading and absorption of sacred knowledge, extraordinary healing, activation of the ecstatic pump, spontaneous ways of rejuvenation, attending the spiritual classrooms, an uncommon range of mystical experiences, and last but not least, being touched by God. Along the way, you will be transported to other rich and diverse cultures and experiences that exemplify the essence of Bushman spirituality—spontaneous movement, gleeful absurdity, and potent life force. Together we’ll explore the healing tradition of Japan, the wisdom and poeticism of Rumi’s Persia, the pirate lore of the Caribbean, the infectious energy and musical qualities of church services and fabled parades in New Orleans, and glimpses of workshops and classes I’ve conducted around the world. Get ready, for it’s going to be a wild ride—unlike anything you’ve experienced before.

Because you will be introduced to an array of spiritual terms and concepts, I have included a glossary at the end of this book for easy reference. If you want to dive even deeper, there is also a never-before-published dictionary of original spirituality. Although some of these terms are not discussed elsewhere in this book, the dictionary offers more detail about the Bushman spiritual landscape. To hear these words spoken by the Bushmen or to see photographs and video clips of their dancing, singing, and music making, please visit my website: www.shakingmedicine.com.

Each religion and spiritual tradition of the world has been historically familiar with some of the original mysteries, but the Bushmen hold the whole spiritual ecology. Without knowing the whole, we too easily—and mistakenly—assume that one part is the whole. We must go to the beginning, the source of original spirituality, to find the infinite ocean we have been missing and seeking in today’s shower of incomplete, confusing, and frustrating wordplay. The Bushmen want to take you to the source of all vitality, creativity, and well-being. There, you are invited to jump in. Rather than talk about it, the oldest way baptizes you in its current.

In this book, each chapter will set forth a description of a particular mystery and discuss how the Bushmen understand and work with it in their original way. The ancient prophecies of the Hopi and the Zulu, among numerous others, predicted a future homecoming of the different sacred colors and directions. Perhaps they were symbolically referring to the whole of spirituality being reunited again. Without the whole, it becomes too easy to set one piece against the other. We need the interdependent relations within the whole to move past the either/or fundamentalisms of any separated parts. Seen this way, the Bushman way of tracking God seeks to bring us back together again as a global spiritual family, with relatives belonging to the same whole truth who honor and foster an authentic respect of our differences as well as our commonalities.

The greatest mystery of all is that you were born with everything you need in order to receive the greatest blessings and joy life has to offer.

Please know that finding and traversing the original track to God does not require a secret initiation ceremony, an advanced graduate degree, membership in an esoteric society, or compulsive practice of any form of spiritual (and political) correctness. You don’t even have to know how to read. What it requires is your fullest humanness and a sincere desire to be willing, able, and ready to be moved by life itself. You may be shocked, you may be pushed out of your comfort zone, you may even be offended. But if you stay open to it, your life may never be the same. Perhaps the greatest mystery of all is that you were born with everything you need in order to receive the greatest blessings and joy life has to offer.

Now is the time to find your track to God and to stop taking all the distracting exits that promise fast food and quick refreshment. Stay on track, travel down the main highway, and don’t stop until you find yourself embraced by the gods. They are waiting to play, dance, laugh, and sing with you. Put on your traveling shoes, for it is time to do some spiritual tracking!
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ENTERING THE RIVER
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The First Original Mystery

Just yesterday, friend, the giraffe came and took me again. God came and took me with him, and we left this place. We traveled until we came to a wide body of water. It was a river. He took me to a river.… He made the waters climb, and I lay my body in the direction they were flowing.… Then I entered the stream and began to move forward.

K!XAU, KALAHARI ELDER
(as told to Megan Biesele, PhD)

There are no libraries or universities in the Kalahari. Whatever you want to learn about the sacred mysteries of the Bushman universe is not written down and conveyed through words. Is there an official custodian of the oral tradition, someone with perfect memory of their cultural knowledge who eventually passes it on to the next generation’s wisdom keeper? No, there is not even an oral custodian in the Kalahari. Words are simply not trusted to hold the most important wisdom. In the beginning, the original ancestors knew something we have forgotten. They understood that words are inadequate for transmitting spiritual know-how. You have to feel it.

“Come on, N!yae, let’s go to the river,” I say, standing by a camelthorn tree in the village of Chokwe in what used to be called Bushmanland, now known as part of the Nyae Nyae Conservancy, an area encompassing approximately 3,500 square miles in northeastern Namibia. This is the home of the Ju|’hoan Bushmen.

“You’re already wet and ready to drown!” N!yae shouts back. She is a doctor, traditional healer, or spiritual elder—what the Bushman call a n|om-kxao, which means “an owner of n|om.”

N!yae stands less than five feet tall, weighs no more than eighty pounds, and is adorned with beadwork she has hand made from ostrich eggshells. She also carries a tortoise shell around her waist filled with the same kind of medicine that her ancestors carried.

If spiritual intelligence were as abundant as Kalahari sand, all the great religions would honor N!yae as much as they respect His Holiness the Dalai Lama or the pope. She is a spiritual leader of the original form of spirituality. However, unlike the leaders of other religions, she is one of the poorest persons in the world, living on the edible plants she finds and what little meat her culture is allowed due to government-imposed hunting restrictions.

N!yae is not served meals by famous chefs nor hosted by celebrities, presidents, kings, and queens. Nevertheless, I contend that she is the highest priestess of them all, holding wisdom older and deeper than the derivative forms. What she knows, we have forgotten. What other religions talk about, she is. It is time that we seriously acknowledge the presence and spiritual authority of her tradition.

N!yae was married to the great healer and spiritual teacher |Kunta |Ai!ae before he passed away with tuberculosis. |Kunta |Ai!ae was one of my teachers. During his time, he was regarded as a treasured healer and humble human being, and the people loved him and mourned his death with great sorrow. After |Kunta |Ai!ae left the earthly plane, he returned, in spirit, to teach N!yae. He taught her by downloading something into her—what the Bushmen call n|om. The Bushmen say that |Kunta |Ai!ae became an ancestral spirit who shot n|om into N!yae’s body.

“I’m going to drown you in n|om today, N!yae,” I tease back. “You can never get enough n|om. You are always thirsty for it. Today I will make sure that you drown with me.”

Words, the Bushmen say, are only useful for teasing one another. In teasing, we are less likely to get stuck in any particular belief, attitude, or form of knowing. This makes the Bushmen as different from the rest of the world as anyone could imagine. When they see our books and are told how we use them to teach us about life, they fall to the ground laughing, saying we are crazy. They are being kind. They really think we are spiritual idiots.

“Why would God live on paper?” a Bushman elder once asked a bewildered missionary, who confessed to me that neither he nor any other clergy he knew was able to “get the word of God” into the Bushman mind. “However, I have to say,” he went on, “that God did place the Ten Commandments upon their hearts. Though they don’t relate to the Bible, they truly are God’s children. They relate to God.”

But the missionary, his wife, and all the members of the religious organization who sent them there never felt called to dance with the Bushmen for reasons we can well understand, given their formal spiritual training. They never once made themselves available to feeling a Bushman healer’s trembling hands and shaking body. Over all the years they lived in the Kalahari, they did not realize that these were the means through which the Bushmen experienced a living relationship with God.

“The white man with a paper God is a bit disturbed in the mind,” the Bushmen told me at another time, when we were far away from the missionary. “He gets confused when we ask him if he’d like to meet God and dance with him. Even worse, he gets upset when we ask him to meet God’s wife and dance with her. Something is not quite right about these people who come out here and ask us a lot of questions. They think words will make them understand. They miss out on having the experiences that are beyond understanding. They don’t know how to drown like Bo!”

All the villagers start laughing, some rolling on the ground, with the thought of me, a white man they named Bo, being able to enter their spiritual universe. It makes them delighted, and they believe it also makes the gods happy. It is a comedic performance of the divine.

There is a river, and it is everywhere. There is a wind, and it is everywhere. They are the same except when they are different. There is a god in the sky and a god on earth that keeps changing. They are the same except when they are different. That’s how Bushman elders talk and think. We can begin to see why some missionaries and anthropologists feel a bit disoriented when they try to understand or communicate with the Bushmen. The original people don’t have straight talk; they speak in circles. However, their way of knowing is not simple. It is far more complex than how the rest of the world thinks.

Feeling the River Inside

Since |Kunta |Ai!ae passed, N!yae has become the strongest n|om-kxao, the ablest holder of n|om in the Kalahari. It should be no surprise (to women) that the strongest healers and spiritual teachers among the Bushmen are often the women elders. More often than not, women are less distracted by power in favor of a relational presence that is inspired by reasons and passions of the heart. The desire for power, whether you think you have it or not, distorts the track to God, even bends it, so you are led astray. The temptation of fire, as the Bushmen call it, makes us believe we can conquer our enemies and not be burned by flame, killed by lions, or harmed by the forces against life. Each Bushman sacred tracker must walk past the power-based delusions of fire and be lifted into the relational heart of the ancestors. This is where they experience the acquisition of new eyes and ears, among other enhanced ways of sensing the world. With spiritual sight, hearing, smell, and touch, they are able to find the tracks to God.

They tease N!yae and me, and call her my n|om wife. Yes, that’s correct—she and I are a n|om pair. Together we can bring forth the n|om in a way that old timers claim is like it used to be in the days of their grandparents and ancestors.

Bo, my identity in the Kalahari, is also considered to be the strongest n|om-kxao in the Kalahari. N!yae and Bo together constitute what the other n|om-kxaosi dream about. Literally dream about: they see us dancing with them when they are asleep, entering the realm of the ancestors and the medicine. In dreams as well as the community healing dances, we give them n|om—that is, we shoot it inside them.

[In] the original world of spiritual mystery…anything is possible and impossible, sometimes at the same time.

There you have it: spiritually speaking, I get down with powerful grannies in the Kalahari. This kind of dancing is free from naive eroticism—it is pure and simple joy, the highest form of tender loving care. In this ecstatic dancing, or shaking, we tap into a magical, mysterious force or energy—n|om—that is an entry to a world the rest of us have heard very little about. I am speaking of the original world of spiritual mystery. There, anything is possible and impossible, sometimes at the same time.

In the Kalahari, we enter a river, a wind, a current, and a mystery that flows inside us. As Rumi poetically said, “You feel a river moving in you, a joy.” This movement that takes you into spiritual mystery is inseparable from n|om. You can’t say it is n|om, for n|om is more than that. In fact, you never can say what n|om is. No definition can capture it. You can’t even say the word “n|om” when it is moving within you; that would be dangerous. The n|om might get too strong.

Like the Hebrews who refused to utter the name of Yahweh, the Bushmen have long known the wisdom of having respect names. These are words for holy names. N|om has a respect name, and so does God. When you feel a holy presence nearby, you respect its power and do not allow a word to set up an illusory (and potentially arrogant) knowing of something that goes past the limit of our mind’s ability to understand. You use another word to distance yourself from the mirage of knowing. In other words, the respect names help keep everything a mystery.

“Bo, come on down to the river. I want to drown now,” N!yae says in a kind of singing voice.

“N!yae, you are greedy. You can never get enough n|om. I can assure you that you won’t be able to walk home tonight.”

This, I am sure about. When she is full of n|om, N!yae looks intoxicated. Her eyes are dilated, and she can’t walk a straight line. We always get drunk on n|om when we shake together.

“Come on, Bo! The river is not going to wait, and I’m thirsty!”

N!yae knows there isn’t a river anywhere near the Kalahari. Yes, there are dry riverbeds, and when it does rain, they may turn into a mighty current of water. But that is a rare and momentary thing. What N!yae means is that there is a spiritual river, and we don’t have to walk anywhere to find it. We step into it by allowing our hearts and souls to be in charge rather than our minds. We allow our feelings to be stirred and awakened. When this happens, we are in the river, in the wind, in the n|om.

Rumi, who seems to have been a lot like a Bushman, once advised that we should “reach for the rope of God.” This directive is actually the most important advice a Bushman n|om-kxao can give, and Rumi voices it with the same exact words used in the Kalahari: reach for the rope of God.

Rumi knew that purposeful will is an obstacle to be removed so that the river can move inside our heart. When will power, reason, or conscious mind takes front and center stage, there is no room for the free movement of one’s heart. That is when the highest emotions stop. “Because of willfulness, people sit in jail, the trapped bird’s wings are tied, fish sizzle in the skillet,” Rumi wrote. The Bushmen knew this wisdom from the very beginning, as have awakened poets and muses of the heart, whether expressed or performed through song, dance, poem, or play.

Our heart dives into this dynamic current whenever it is allowed to unashamedly feel the full joy of being alive.

Subtle Energy Is Pretend Energy

The first mystery of the Kalahari, the wellspring of original spirituality, is natural movement unfettered by the constraints and limited manipulations of mind, but not the kind of physical exercise in which you make yourself move. We are talking about Kalahari movement—natural, effortless movement in the rivers, winds, and sands of eternity. Our heart dives into this dynamic current whenever it is allowed to unashamedly feel the full joy of being alive.

The rope to God takes you to the heavenly city, the “moving palace that floats in the air with balconies and clear water flowing through, infinity everywhere, yet contained under a single tent.” Like Rumi, the Bushman n|om-kxaosi open their hearts as a means of finding the rope to God which they are able to climb, taking them to the sky village home of the gods, who wait with infinite love and n|om.

I regard Rumi as a kindred spirit to the Bushman, and his poetry gracefully embodies what their original spirituality has to teach. His words help evoke the essence of the Bushman’s heart. This awakened heart is the key to finding and opening the spiritual treasure everyone is seeking. The Kalahari elders hold the treasure map, the detailed directions, and the spiritual compass for how to find and bring this heart-centered way of being into our everyday life. Their invitation asks that we enter the moving stream of the heart—the movement of emotions that carries us into the more dynamic ways of being with one another.

The Bushmen say that your body must shiver with strong emotion in order to step into n|om. All the word games, grand theories, and big understandings only distract you from the spiritual focus at hand. The Bushmen would take issue with many of today’s philosophically oriented spiritual teachers, warning that words, concepts, and grand theories too easily get elaborated and twisted, pulling you further away from n|om. Turn around and head the other way. Set your compass to aim for your emotions rather than your thoughts. That’s where the river, wind, and n|om reside. To get there, we must remember that emotions get the motions going!

Back in the Kalahari, it is early morning and the pink streaks of dawn have announced that the sun will soon bake anyone who isn’t underneath the shade. N!yae is trembling, and all the ostrich beads around her neck are shaking like a rattle. I’ve been holding her, and her vibrations are now pulsing inside me. We are trembling together in front of the whole community. Children, adolescents, young adults, and elders are all around us as we enter the n|om. They start to clap and sing. Twa, the chief’s wife, who is usually with us, brings some water to quench our physical thirst. We and the other n|om-kxaosi who have joined us are all entering the n|om.

We are in a huddle that pulses, breathes, and shakes away our physical boundaries. We are on a Kalahari ship that is headed for the glory of sanctified n|om and spirit that the greatest of our great-grandparents once embraced. In this adventure we hope to tune ourselves—that is, align ourselves to be more in sync with the flow of the universal life force. As the river sweeps away our words and thoughts, our mind gets out of the way to make room for the waves of joy that will soon engulf us and take us on unfathomable spiritual journeys.

As N!yae and I fall into the spiritual river, our bodies trembling in unison, we begin to sing. Actually it is more than musical performance; it is the spontaneous making of improvised sound. This takes us deeper into the current. I am now nearly swept away by a tidal wave of heightened emotion. Caught off guard, I feel a tsunami of feeling immediately following the previous rush, overtaking whatever is left of my ability to consciously generate any idea about what is going on.

In this washing away of previous ways of being, I am simultaneously given new eyes and ears. This is what happens when you enter the river: you are transported to other dimensions. In this space, I intuitively sense that one of my teachers is near—Ikuko Osumi, an elder Japanese healer and remarkable master of the universal life force.

Ikuko Osumi had a healing way that was said to be rooted to the ancient samurai tradition. Everything about her was traditional, and it was no accident that her clients included some of the national treasures of Japan. She was their spiritual adviser, teacher, and healer. Though many Japanese wanted to create a religion around her, she refused and operated a simple clinic in her home. She treated people whom the medical community had given up on. Many of them recovered and devoted themselves to helping keep her work alive.

I first met Ikuko Osumi when I was invited to give a keynote address to an annual meeting of Japanese therapists. Since those first days, I have had many experiences with her family, one of the old samurai lineages. I lived with them as she taught me what she knew, and in a ceremony under the guardianship of Shinto priests, I was finally entrusted to carry on her tradition. I was symbolically grafted onto her samurai lineage.

Feeling her presence near, I realize that I am heading for Japan today. In the midst of my trembling n|om dance with N!yae in the Kalahari sand, I am spiritually traveling to Japan to be with my old teacher. In this visionary experience, I land in Setagaya, Tokyo, sitting in the front room of her house, where Ikuko Osumi serves me a cup of green tea.

We are preparing to watch a video I brought. It is a copy of the first film made of the Bushman giraffe dance, the healing dance of the men n|om-kxaosi. In the 1950s, when the film was made, Laurence Marshall, president of the defense company Raytheon, made the courageous and outrageous decision that he did not want to raise his children in a McCarthy-oriented America. He loaded a ship with trucks and supplies and went to sea, bound for Africa. He had heard of the Kalahari Bushmen, first known as the !Kung, but later more accurately called the Ju|’hoan Bushmen or San. He and his family left America to become the first ethnographers of this romanticized culture. Though untrained as anthropologists, they agreed to send their written reports and films to Harvard’s Peabody Museum, where the collection is conserved today.

The son, young John Marshall, made the film that I am preparing to show to my teacher Ikuko Osumi. I start the film and, within seconds, this grandmother, a power station of ancient Japanese healing and a master of a practice called seiki jutsu, is clearly excited and thrilled. “Seiki! Seiki! Seiki!” she shouts and points to the Bushmen on the film, who are trembling and touching one another as they pass the body-held vibration from one person to another. N|om, like seiki, is the non-subtle universal force. As Ikuko Osumi says, “Subtle energy is pretend energy. The real awakened energy is non-subtle, alive, and it can toss you across the room!” N|om, seiki, chi, kundalini, Holy Ghost power, and the universal life force are different words that constitute the same pointing finger. Each is a Zen finger pointing, without words of meaning, to a mystery of nature that can never be explained.

Ikuko Osumi leans over so as to closely examine what the Bushmen are doing. Her eyes twinkle with affirmation as she sees the link between the oldest way of the Kalahari and the traditional Japanese practice of seiki jutsu. “Very good,” she says. “This is very good seiki.”

Seiki is the old Japanese word for the life force. Ikuko Osumi’s work involves instilling it in others. As she acknowledged to me, it is the same thing that is done by the Bushmen healers—shooting n|om into a person. Both traditions know how to recognize when a person is full of the life force: they will start rocking or spontaneously moving. More precisely, when they are given the space and opportunity to move, their body will automatically start moving in a spontaneous fashion.

For Bushman and Japanese masters of the life force, this natural movement is the secret to a vibrant life. It fosters healing, well-being, productivity, and creativity.

This automatic movement of the body involves the circulation and flow of n|om. It takes you into the river, where more n|om can pour into you. For Bushman and Japanese masters of the life force, this natural movement is the secret to a vibrant life. It fosters healing, well-being, productivity, and creativity. I have met many renowned artists, inventors, scientists, and business CEOs in Japan, all clients of Ikuko Osumi. It was their belief that the seiki instilled within them was the source of their success. The Bushmen would no doubt agree.

Ikuko Osumi and I thank each other for the time we just spent in each other’s spiritual presence. With that, I return to my physical body in the Kalahari, yet I feel as if we are still together. This is what it means to be a Bushman. It is possible to feel that you are in many places. In this way, you are always traveling, context shifting, and shape-shifting. The Bushman spiritual universe is multilayered and constantly in flux. They live in the very heart of unfiltered transformative process. One moment we can have the experience of being in Japan, and then, at the snap of a finger, find ourselves transported to the Kalahari and beyond.

When Bushmen shake one another in n|om-like ways, they believe they are shooting arrows of the life force into one another.

Try Some Non-Purposeful Movement

“I’m so happy when we can give each other n|om,” N!yae and the other elder Bushman women tell me while we are resting after our experiences in the river of n|om. “Nothing is better than receiving n|om. We live for n|om, and n|om gives us life.”

In the Kalahari, the Bushmen refer to this energetic exchange as giving each other an arrow of n|om. When Bushmen shake one another in n|om-like ways, they believe they are shooting arrows of the life force into one another. Like Cupid’s quills, these arrows aim to pierce another person’s heart, opening up the love that awakens the most precious emotions.

“We love when you come because we get new arrows. We are even able to drink the n|om,” says Ti!’ae, the oldest woman healer, who talks for everyone. Her brother was the star of the movie The Gods Must Be Crazy, and she is now in her eighties. Smaller in size than N!yae, she is another one of my n|om wives. She vibrates at such a high frequency that it can make you dizzy. Most people pass out when she vibrates them, and some fall over by simply watching her.
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