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Navigating Liminal Realms

“Navigating Liminal Realms is a profound guide to structured, safe, and transformative inner exploration. The authors emphasize that establishing safety is a prerequisite before engaging in deep inner work—a principle I see daily in my work as a physician specializing in integrative medicine. Their whole-systems approach ensures that healing comes from integration, not just the experience itself. Through lucid dreaming, drumming, and shadow work, the book demonstrates that altered states—whether through these methods or psychedelics—are tools, not the source of healing. As I’ve seen with my patients, where I utilize ketamine when needed as a catalyst to therapy, true transformation happens through preparation, integration, and expert guidance. A must-read for seekers and practitioners committed to responsible, ethical healing.”

—GEETA ARORA, M.D., certified in internal medicine, integrative holistic medicine, and as psychedelic practitioner, founder of Precision Breakthrough Medicine (PBM)

“Rarely does a book serve as both a lucid guide and a true initiation. Navigating Liminal Realms is more than a manual—it is a living transmission of wisdom. Norma and Nisha Burton weave ancient traditions with modern insights, offering a structured yet deeply intuitive path through dreams, drumming, and psychedelics. This is not escapism; it is a call to mastery—an invitation to meet the shadow, reclaim innate gifts, and navigate altered states with clarity and purpose. For those ready to step beyond the known and into the fullness of their consciousness, this book is an essential companion.”

—ERIC KAUFMANN, executive coach and author of Leadership Breakdown and Four Virtues of a Leader

“As a retired biotechnology chairman and CEO, I am enthusiastically recommending this extraordinary book. Norma and Nisha have put in writing thousands of years of wisdom, knowledge, and experience from many Indigenous cultures on healing, authentic power, and consciousness. We live in a precarious time when dramatic healing is necessary on a micro and macro level across the globe. It is also a critical period to stand up against the extreme abuses of power we are witnessing on a daily basis. The teachings herein bring these concepts forward in such a humble and compassionate way and also represent the highest ethical standards that I know. Norma and Nisha offer a synergistic approach to generational healing with very relevant case studies. My work with them has represented the most transformative learning process of my career by far, and I am forever grateful.”

—JOHN DEE, chairman and CEO of Biotech Companies, with a degree from Stanford in bioengineering science and a master’s degree from Harvard Business School

“Navigating Liminal Realms is a master class in psychonavigation, an art whose name I did not know before reading this compelling book. As a mother–daughter creative team, Norma J. and Nisha Burton possess a rare combination of deep ancestral lineage, unique educational paths, and decades of experience with the Dreamtime, drumming, and psychedelic-assisted shamanic journeying. With their unique and broad set of life experiences, spiritual gifts, and communicative skills, Norma and Nisha pull together strands from Eastern, Western, and Indigenous sources. The result is a clear-eyed, sober, authoritative guidebook to the beauty and mystery of the inner journey.”

—JIM GILKESON, energy practitioner, healer, and author of Three Lost Worlds: A Memoir of Life Among Mystics, Healers, and Life-Artists

“Thank you, Norma and Nisha, for the immense gift of your book at such a pivotal time in the revival of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy! As a psychotherapist with 40 years of experience working with traumatized adults, I find your teachings are foundational and essential in protecting the users and facilitators of plant medicines from overwhelm, fragmentation, and misuse of power. If used with the psycho-navigational tools you teach, psychedelics shall not be pushed into the underground again. Having experienced Norma’s total commitment to safe healing, her deep non-dualistic compassion, and her authentic humility based on her own shadow work, I am filled with endless gratitude. I cannot recommend this treasure trove of practical exercises and horizon-expanding concepts more highly. Your lineage and your personal wisdom, humility, and yes, impeccability, are truly the ‘path of the heart’—which your book brings within reach for everyone.”

—BETTINA DEE, LMFT, psychotherapist, marriage and family therapist, and internal family systems (IFT) therapist
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Preface

Interest in psychedelics is rising rapidly in many layers of society. From the legalization of psilocybin-assisted therapy in Oregon to movies like Fantastic Fungi, what was once taboo is now so mainstream it gets talked about over breakfast.

As individuals increasingly open their minds in various settings, near and far—from facilitators in therapeutic settings to medicine people in South America—discussions about the impact of set and setting, ethics and harm reduction, and how to safely navigate liminal spaces have never been more crucial.

Over the course of many years being in this field, we have witnessed both the vast healing potential of psychedelics as well as the dark side of the fragmentation of the psyche that can happen when the experience isn’t held in a safe container. So it felt extremely important that we write this book and join the conversation at this pivotal time.

This book is not just a toolkit for teaching people how to alter their consciousness with psychoactive substance; rather, it is a holistic system to navigate the psyche with and without psychedelics. In much of the current cultural discourse, often the prerequisites for safe use of plant medicines are actually missing, and we feel that this is a major error.

The journey into the psyche has long been understood by earth-based Indigenous cultures across the globe, and a principal requirement is to first learn to navigate one’s psyche before ingesting any altering substances. The heart of what we have learned from our Indigenous elders is their time-honored ways of training people to consciously and lucidly connect with their inner guidance systems. Teaching this pathway has become our lifework.

Who We Are

As a mother–daughter team, we bring complementary knowledge and expertise amassed over generations and a focus on working with the psyche to uncover the profound gifts naturally available to every person.

Norma Burton has spent her life leading people to understand how to transmute traumatic experiences and turn shadow patterns into gold. She has been guiding adept journeying into mystical states of consciousness, with and without altering substances, for over 30 years. As a respected elder healer, she is known for teaching from her unique combination of the most current somatic psychology combined with the ancient traditional wisdom paths.

NORMA SAYS

Since the 1980s, I have been involved in the early development of the transpersonal and somatic psychology movements, as well as the spiritual emergency approach to mental health. Having lived in Oregon for over 20 years, and with the state being the first to pass a law in 2019 permitting therapeutic use of psilocybin, I have been at the forefront of the revival of psychedelic-assisted therapy.

As a recognized mental health professional in the state, and having owned and directed a state-certified residential recovery and mental health center for many years, I was selected to serve on the State Advisory Committee for the newly established Oregon Psilocybin Services Division within the Department of Public Health. Serving as a member of this esteemed committee, I advised applications of the law and worked to establish guardrails as it was implemented across the state.

Because I have been one of the early pioneers in training psychedelic-assisted therapy practitioners, I co-authored and taught one of the first programs for the Synthesis Institute in Amsterdam. This curriculum, designed to educate aspiring psilocybin therapy facilitators from around the world, remains a standout model in this field globally.

Having guided many profound journeys into mystical states of consciousness without the use of substances, I have always emphasized the importance of drawing on ancient wisdom to navigate the complexities of the human mind. Much of my life’s work has been dedicated to integrating modern psychological approaches with the practices of ancient wisdom traditions, and I felt a deep calling to contribute meaningful insight to the current discourse. While there is increasing discussion around wisdom lineages in this evolving movement, I have spent my entire life deeply immersed in these teachings. I see a need for more trauma-informed, detailed instruction that integrates Indigenous lineage teachings to offer clearer pathways into the psyche.

While there is much hope in this new psychedelic movement, I also became concerned as I began to notice shadows emerging, as they inevitably do in any movement. Some of these shadows included greed, breaches of trust, people being harmed, and boundary violations. Where great power exists, a great Shadow will always follow. This is why Nisha and I are committed to teaching how to navigate and work with the Shadow that arises when exploring the depths of the psyche—whether in individual experiences or within the collective systems we create.

Norma’s daughter Nisha has spent the last decade mastering the profound potential of the psyche and non-ordinary states of consciousness through lucid dreaming. In addition to her natural proclivities, she has studied the works of Stephen LaBerge, Tibetan Dream Yoga, and countless other lucid dreaming experts. She weaves the information she has learned with masters into her own first-hand, advanced experience in the lucid dream realms. She is also a filmmaker and a leader in the immersive technology (VR-AI) field.

NISHA SAYS

I felt called to write this book because of how profoundly lucid dreaming has impacted my life. Through my own journey, I’ve witnessed the incredible healing potential that comes from facing fears head-on in the dream world. Lucid dreaming allowed me to transform my nightmares into powerful moments of growth, leading to a deeper sense of empowerment in my waking life.

Growing up, I regularly went on drumming journeys with my mother, learning Shadow integration from a young age. Navigating liminal realms was as natural to me as breathing. I vividly remember meeting my first power animal at just two years old. As my mom studied with various Indigenous leaders and healers, I was right there beside her, witnessing a way of life vastly different from our Western culture—one where people regularly walked between the realms of Ordinary Reality and the Dreamtime.

By connecting with my Native American and African roots on my father’s side and immersing myself in teachings from around the world on altered states of consciousness, I saw the common threads that weave through various traditions as well as the subtle differences. I was also always encouraged to make my own discoveries and follow my unique path. Taoism, with its profound teachings on nonduality, became a guiding light for me, especially when it came to confronting the fears that surfaced within my psyche and dreams.

I am blessed with a unique and profound upbringing that has shaped me into a bridge between cultures. As an adult, formally initiated into navigating altered states, I came to realize how my early experiences—shamanic drum journeys, Shadow integration, and Dreamwork—had prepared me to face the challenges of altered states with greater clarity and awareness.

Practices like lucid dreaming, drumming journeys, and Shadow work have helped me navigate the more difficult aspects of my psyche with increased confidence and understanding. I recognized that these experiences could be invaluable to others exploring their own inner landscapes. Sharing the techniques and insights I’ve gained through these modalities felt like a natural way to contribute to the broader conversation about the mind’s potential and how to navigate liminal spaces.

What We Offer

This book provides techniques to engage with psychonavigation through the following three methods of inducing altered states:

•Dreamtime and lucid dreaming states

•Trances induced by an advanced method of shamanic drumming

•Plant medicine-induced psychedelic journeys.

Our premise is simple—that the ancient technologies of inner navigation through drumming journeys and Dreamwork are actually the essential precursor training for aspiring “psychonauts.” That’s because they provide a slower pace, which better supports organic Shadow integration and aligns with a person’s unique internal rhythm. We believe that facilitators should be required to fully understand their own unique inner landscape before presuming to guide others in discovering theirs.

We advise that by taking the time to develop your relationship with your own higher self and the Sacred (what we call the “I–Thou relationship”), you will be prepared to be more sensorially aware and adept at navigating what arises when you do enter a psychedelic experience.

More importantly, you may discover that what you seek through psychedelic experiences can actually be accessed by directly connecting with the Sublime and consciously exploring the Dreamtime via lucid dreaming and drumming journeys. Participants frequently share their amazement at how much can be accomplished through these timeless psychonavigation techniques.

Everything you seek is already alive within you, waiting to be recognized and discovered. We are excited for you to embark on this journey into the cosmic Dreamtime with us and to become expert in reading the signs and signals so that you can map your inner landscape.
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Introduction –

Acknowledging the Lineage

In Martin Prechtel’s book, Secrets of the Talking Jaguar, he writes about how you walk in the jungle nearly blind and deaf, bumbling your way along. But one day you hear the piercing cry of the macaw, the bird of paradise, high in the tree canopy, and you think you hear him speaking to you, saying: “Search for the puzzle pieces of your life, my friend. Before you die you must put together the puzzle of your life.”

Throughout this book, we will reference beloved teachers, shamans, family members, and scholars whom we have learned from. Whether directly, experientially, or through oral tradition or written works, they have helped us put together our own puzzle pieces, and our gratitude overflows as we write this book.

We hope that the teachings we share here will lay into place some puzzle pieces in your life and help you live with purpose and direction. We honor all the collective knowledge that has blended with our own lived experiences, through which we have come to craft this formula for navigating one’s psyche with skill.

We come from a lineage of dreamers, dedicated to helping others uncover the profound healing within their inner cosmos. In this book, we blend our experiential, hard-earned wisdom to present our mesa, our medicine bag, our mystery school package. As an intergenerational team, we aim to resonate with readers of all ages and backgrounds through the insights shared in these pages.

We always begin by acknowledging our lineage. That is because honoring your lineage—both familial ancestry and the teachers from whom you have learned—is crucial from the perspective of wisdom traditions. Unfortunately, this practice has often been neglected; instead, cultural appropriation and the false claim of originating ideas independently have become all too common.

When you read books or learn from written traditions, a whole system of citing and crediting is in place that traces where the words and thoughts originated. However, many of the teachers with whom we studied across the world taught solely through oral tradition. We live in a culture that devalues oral traditions and this has led to an extractive practice, wherein the knowledge from many wisdom traditions is taken and not credited. For many Indigenous teachers, this has caused a deep wound and mistrust around sharing their knowledge. When knowledge is extracted without proper care it is malformed and distorted, and it no longer carries the sacred medicine it once did.

Honoring the contributions your teachers have made to your spiritual knowledge and growth creates a sense of continuity and respect. Beyond the mundane reasons of “giving credit where credit is due,” there is a true energetic potency that is alive and travels through the lines of lineage. It is no longer one individual engaging in these practices; instead, you can feel the power and strength of all those who came before you, as well as your responsibility to all those who will come after you.

It’s natural that as teachings are passed from one generation to another they grow and develop. However, there is a great power in being able to trace the information back to its source. If the knowledge you find contained within this book becomes a part of your teaching, please bring the continuity and power of these teachings into your own work by naming this lineage as part of your repertoire.

The Power of Familial Lineage

As well as in the lineages of our teachers, great power also lives within our familial lineages. Bloodlines carry with them experiences, traditions, and knowledge rooted deep within our very cells. Wisdom traditions often emphasize the importance of honoring and connecting with your ancestors. When venturing into our psyches we often find not only the good things from our lineage but also intergenerational traumas that have been passed down through the ages. Thus, the work of healing our psyche extends beyond our personal lives into the collective of our lineage.

Humanity’s past is scattered with many painful memories, and culturally, some people have gone in the direction of trying to deny or squelch the negative aspects of the history of their predecessors. However, it is essential to integrate both the accomplishments as well as Shadows of one’s bloodline. By honoring where you have come from and acknowledging the triumphs and mistakes of your ancestors, you become whole in yourselves and no longer hide from the parts of your ancestry you feel shame around.

The problem of appropriation is often rooted in disconnection from one’s own spiritual ancestral lineage. If you trace it back far enough, regardless of ethnicity, all people have earth-based teachings in their lineage. Those of Anglo/European descent may feel cut off from the earth-based teachings of their own heritage and hungrily go toward other cultures’ teachings with a consumptive attitude. We always encourage students to do the homework of tracing back their own personal ancestry as much as possible. Find the practices of the people who make up your genetic code and honor them. Look into the ways earth-based teachings have been hidden within other structures of knowledge and religion.

As a mother–daughter writing team, we are extremely grateful to have the continuity of our lineage at the core of this book and our teachings. It is a testament to how potent lineage can be when it is carried on through the generations. We have both been gifted dream journeyers from our earliest memories. The Celtic heritage that runs through our bloodline calls a dreamer a person with “the sight.”

In Celtic folklore, a person with “the sight” is often regarded as someone who possesses extrasensory perception, intuitive insight, or prophetic abilities. “The sight” is the ability to see beyond the physical world and draw insights from non-Ordinary Reality (the Dreamtime). Within the Scottish language, the phrase An Da Shealladh translates to “the two sights” or the “second sight.” This is the concept of being able to see into the spirit world as well as our everyday world.

Example of Second Sight from NISHA’S Lucid Dream

One night I was in a lucid state, suspended between partially waking up and partially being asleep. Through one eye I saw my bedroom (waking reality) and through the other eye, I was still in the Dreamtime. The waking reality eye saw the bedroom in the daylight. It looked exactly as it always did. The dreaming eye saw the bedroom in the dark, glowing with a strong blue color and much less solid. A disembodied voice came to me and told me this was a part of my life’s work—to be able to see with the two sights.

It was clear that something inside was calling me to develop this ability to simultaneously see Ordinary Reality and the Dreamtime. When I had this experience, I did not know of the Scottish concept of the second sight.

This story illustrates how teachings live within us through our lineage, waiting to be discovered within our psyches, if we take the time to develop the skills of attuning ourselves to non-ordinary states of consciousness.

Anthropologist Carlos Castaneda wrote about a concept similar to the second sight in the teaching he received from his teacher Don Juan, who taught that every human has an assemblage point that appears as a conglomerate of luminous energy filaments. This assemblage point can move, depending on where one places one’s awareness (in ordinary or non-Ordinary Reality). Most people’s assemblage points live in a habitual place. This is what creates the perception of ordinary consensus reality that we find ourselves in.

According to Castaneda, the Nagual (the group of sorcerers of which Don Juan was part) were able to displace the assemblage point into different areas and thus perceive dramatically different realities and worlds. They also found that when dreaming, the assemblage point naturally shifts; thus, Naguals developed the skill of “lucid dreaming” to take advantage of higher consciousness in the space where the assemblage point had already shifted. One of the significant achievements of the Nagual was the ability to intentionally move the assemblage point to perceive multiple realities or “sights.”

You can observe how similar teachings weave through various cultures and lineages, revealing deeper truths about human perception and experience. Many people, including us, have resonated with the teachings of Carlos Castaneda’s Nagual community—this connection has developed through both reading their works and direct study. Notably, Carlos Castaneda was part of a cohort of Naguals, many of whom were women, who were his peers in these studies. In Mesoamerican Indigenous religion, the term Nagual (Nahuatl) refers to a person who is able to shape-shift into their power animal counterpart. Castaneda used the term “Nagual” to refer to a person who was able to “see” into the unknown.

NORMA’S Studies with the Women from This Lineage

In the 1980s, I was attending graduate school in Berkeley, California, when an astounding opportunity came across my path. Three amazing women appeared in Berkeley, ever so briefly, to teach a group of us. Deep friends with one another, they also were close friends with Carlos Castaneda and were in his Nagual cohort.

Florinda Donner, Taisha Abelar, and Carol Tiggs were quite a remarkable trio who authored several books about their lives together in Mexico: Shabono, The Sorcerer’s Crossing and The Witch’s Dream. They were almost like ephemeral spirits wafting through the wind into our urban setting and then disappearing as quickly as they appeared. However, for nine astounding months, they taught in Berkeley, and I was lucky to be accepted as one of the students to study with them. My time in their apprenticeship impacted my life like a tsunami.

They spoke to large gatherings on the UC Berkeley campus, yet when people heard what high standards they set for working with them, many lost interest. I, however, recognized the gold and went for it full on.

While Castaneda studied with Don Juan and the masculine side of the lineage, Taisha, Florinda, and Carol were taught by the female sorcerers of Don Juan’s group. These Nagual women of power taught that retrieving our memories was of the utmost importance to becoming a spiritual warrior. They set us the task of developing our psychonavigation skills through what they called “recapitulation,” a term they used to mean drawing back to your memory all your mind has forgotten—through this sacred pathway of re-membering, you gather your power. In requiring that their apprentices do many challenging disciplines, these Nagual women set very high standards.

One of them required that we wake up and get out of bed nightly at 3 a.m. and go sit inside a closet (or a small enclosed dark space with a flashlight and pad of paper and pen), and write down our remembrance of every person we had met the previous day. In the cityscape of busy life in Berkeley that was quite a task. But this was only the tip of the iceberg of the task of recapitulation. Their next charge to us was to remember “every person we had ever met.”

This daunting task was designed to impress on us the importance of awareness (or lack of it) regarding our bodily selves and minds in Ordinary Reality. We cannot safely and wisely navigate altered spaces if our mind and life are a chaotic mess; we must first anchor in Ordinary Reality.

Tracking our energy exchanges extended not only to humans but also animals, plants, and the energies of the natural world. Energy is everything in shamanic work, they kept emphasizing.

They tasked us especially with remembering every person with whom we had ever had any kind of sexual interaction, because that is such a major exchange of energy. And furthermore, they demanded that, to cleanse our energy systems, we would be required to take a seven-year period of complete abstinence from sexual interactions.

This made many would-be apprentices flee in the other direction, but not me. I wanted to know the power of the Nagual and the sacred container of energy that my body truly was. Learning discipline of mind and body and energy exchange is always a key component of the art of spiritual mastery.

The specific lineage you study with has power. Even when you work with a leader in the same tribe, each one will have their particular method that they are passing down to you.

I was initiated into the female lineage of both the Nagual and the Huichol, an Indigenous people of Mexico who had a major impact on my life. Whereas I studied with Guadalupe de la Cruz Rios, who carried the feminine aspect, Brant Secunda (a well-known author on the Huichol), studied with Don José Matsuwa, who carried the masculine aspect of the Huichol lineage. Receiving the female linage teachings of these two traditions provides its own particular way of holding power and working with “the Shadow.” The teachings of a lineage provide a guidepost of understanding that others have walked this path before you. It is important to review the programming you received when you were growing up, as this is also a guidepost of understanding that leads you to view the world in a certain way.

NISHA’S Reflection on the Intergenerational Gift of Honoring the Dreamtime

On both sides of my family, value was placed on having a conscious awareness of the many worlds our psyche travels through, especially the Dreamtime. Unfortunately, much of Western society has often failed to honor the Dreamtime in this way. I feel honored to have had an upbringing that many people in our culture do not, where my dreamworlds were not squelched. I was lucky to have been raised with a mother who always respected the Dreamtime and non-ordinary states of consciousness. As a result of this encouraging upbringing, I was able to excel at lucid dreaming and dreamwork because many of the internal barriers to such practices did not take root within me. We may not realize the ways in which purposefully dominant, colonizing systems culturally condition people to devalue the Dreamtime and non-Ordinary Reality. Being raised in a lineage that dismantles this colonizing conditioning is a powerful head start.

If you weren’t raised this way don’t feel discouraged. Anyone can do the work to break down the blockages toward naturally occurring altered states of consciousness within themselves.

Take time to reflect on your upbringing. What were the narratives surrounding your Dreamtime and imagination? Were you taught to ignore your dreams and stop daydreaming? Or were you encouraged to listen to the messages of your dreams and expand your imagination? Take some time to write down the point of view you were taught by your parents and culture regarding non-ordinary states of consciousness. Once you begin to see what worldviews shaped you regarding these realms, you can begin to dismantle any beliefs you no longer wish to have. As you dismantle these beliefs for yourself you are also shifting the narrative for the new generations to come.

NORMA’S Story of Raising a Child to Be a Skilled Dreamer

Having a child like Nisha was a dream come true for me. From the moment she was born, wide open dark eyes riveted our gaze with striking depth and clarity.

I remember a very early dream that Nisha shared when she was a mere 18 months of age. She awoke one morning and quickly moved the bed sheets and blanket back as if she were looking for something. Rather than ignoring that and just getting her up and going, I took an interest in it.

I asked, “What are you looking for, sweetie?”

She replied, “Mama where did the hole go?”

I asked, “What do you mean by the hole? There is no hole in the bed.”

She replied, “I went down a dark hole, and I saw a tiger.”

I was so taken aback, because here was my baby telling me very clearly that she had just experienced a shamanic journey.In her Dreamtime, she had gone down the familiar dark tunnel, as we do in the shamanic drum journey, and she had met her power animal, the tiger.

I explained to her that this was her friend, her helper, her power animal. She got it right away. She said she had been riding on his back, and he was her friend.

On the way to the daycare center, she told me that one of the other kids was being unkind to her there. I told her how Tiger could be right there with her, and she could call on his energy to be in her and protect her. We practiced growling and looking out of the eye with power and strength.

That was her first encounter with her spirit guide beings, with many more to come. I was so glad I paid attention to that early moment of her realizing she had powerful helper beings with her. That knowledge grew within her in many protective and empowering ways as her childhood unfolded.

The ancient teachings of your ancestors are here for you, in you, to guide and lead you into realizing your own unique giftedness and powers. A song Norma’s teachers sang with her in the 1970s went like this: “You can’t kill the spirit. It’s old and strong. It goes on and on.”

May you remember what lies within you, entwined in the fibers of your neuronal networks, vibrating in the fiery mitochondria of your cells, is this light of wisdom, this beacon of lucidity.
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What Is Psychonavigation?

Psychonavigation is not a term we typically hear in our daily conversations; however, its meaning can be easily understood when divided into the two words that comprise it:


PSYCHO (aka the psyche) – The human soul, mind, or spirit. Within psychology, the psyche is the totality of the mind, both the conscious and unconscious parts.

NAVIGATION – The process or activity of accurately ascertaining one’s position and planning and following a route.



Thus, bringing these two concepts together, the act of psychonavigation is the ability to accurately understand your position within your psyche. By gaining access to the maps of your own mind you can plan a route within your inner terrain with skill.

Navigating consciousness with expertise is a quest that humans have been on for centuries. From philosophers to shamans, the desire to understand what the mind is and how to traverse its various states has been at the core of what it means to be human. Thus, the investigations into consciousness, so popular now in the burgeoning field of psychedelic studies, are nothing new to humanity.

Despite all the centuries of inquiry, the intimate cosmos of human awareness still remains elusive to modern science. Now researchers are flocking like bears to honey to do lab studies on the human brain under the influence of mind-altering substances. The brain has been called, “the most complex object in the known universe,” by leading researcher Christof Koch.

Perception is not only altered by psychoactive substances. Many factors, such as social influences, beliefs, fasting, breathwork, meditation, and prolonged exertion, can alter your perception. When your perception shifts you can see the world in an entirely new way; sometimes it is subtle, and other times it is almost as if you are in a completely different reality. Altering your perception, you can notice things that you missed in your habitual ways of perceiving reality, thus leading to breakthroughs.

Carlos Castaneda’s written works are well known. However, most people have read only his books about working with his Yaqui teacher Don Juan while using strong hallucinogenic substances. Throughout this book, we will reference Castaneda’s book The Art of Dreaming, which was one of his later titles. In that book, psychedelic substances are not the focus; instead, reality is shifted through lucid dreaming practices.

Don Juan explains to Castaneda that psychedelics are not necessary to shift perception. However, when Castaneda first came to Don Juan, he was very stuck in his habitual view of reality, so Don Juan used psychedelics to shake Castaneda out of his stuck viewpoint. Not knowing this, some believe that Castaneda’s work with Don Juan was all about psychedelics, but they were just the beginning of his journey into altered states of consciousness. Hallucinogens can be helpful, radically taking us out of our habitual perspective on reality, but they are not the only way to break out of mundane reality.

When altering the brain with external substances one should take precautions, because our brains are infinitely complex. The complexity of the mind is still a great mystery to scientists, yet profound studies at this interface of science and consciousness are now being published.

There was a fascinating study conducted by astrophysicist Franco Vazza and neuroscientist Alberto Feletti.1 The two joined forces to compare the complexity of galaxies with human brain neuronal networks. They found that “The total number of neurons in the human brain falls in the same ballpark as the number of galaxies in the observable universe.” The memory capacity of the brain is so large (around 2.5 petabytes) that a computer with a similar processing capacity could reproduce the entire universe at its largest scales. The microcosm of our individual brain is reflected in the macrocosm of the universe. Our mental computers are literally creating the reality we perceive in every moment.

To see things in this context is to realize that navigating our own minds can be just as complex as a space explorer traveling from galaxy to galaxy. Would you go out into the vastness of space without any understanding or preparedness of how to get from point A to point B? Probably not, and yet humans often haphazardly rush into altering their psyches with cavalier abandon. When altering the mind, we are dealing with something vastly complex—it requires a great deal of humility, awe, and skill. To become a true psychonavigator one must dedicate themselves to walking this pathway diligently.
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Oneironauts, Psychonauts, and Reasons to Enter the Liminal

Lucid dreamers are often called oneironauts, which is a combination of the Greek words for dream (oneiro) and nautical voyager, or sailor. Oneironautics is the ability to travel within a dream with lucidity and conscious awareness. While astronauts travel into the vastly unknown landscapes of outer space, oneironauts travel into the vastly unknown landscape of inner space.

Similarly, the word psychonaut comes from the Ancient Greek psychē (soul, spirit, mind) and naut (sailor, navigator). Although it’s come to be predominantly associated with psychedelic use it actually means navigation of the psyche through various means, such as meditation, lucid dreaming, brainwave entrainment, trance journeys, and mind-altering substances. Thus, this term can describe anyone venturing into the psyche regardless of the route that they take.

Jan Dirk Blom, a clinical psychiatrist, describes a psychonaut as someone who “seeks to investigate their mind using intentionally induced altered states of consciousness for spiritual, scientific, or research purposes.” 2

When you step onto the pathway of navigating your psyche with lucid awareness you can think of yourself as a voyager into the vast recesses of the Great Unknown within your own mind. The reasons you may enter into this exploration of your inner cosmos can be both spiritual and psychological. Philosophy is fascinated with understanding the psyche because it’s at the core of understanding the human condition.

Cultures and peoples through time and history have grappled with what it means to work with the mind and spirit. Entering and altering the mind in order to better understand oneself and one’s place in reality has been a constant exploration, from Tibetan Buddhists, to shamans of South America, to the Siddhars of Ancient India, all the way to people engaging in psychedelic therapy in our current age.

Stepping into the Liminal

Voyager, on the journey of psychonavigation you step up to a portal, a doorway, between Ordinary Reality and the Dreamtime. To be in a liminal space is defined as “a state or place characterized by being transitional or intermediate in some way.” On the internet, there is a whole fascination with liminal spaces, and they are informally described as any location that is unsettling, uncanny, or dreamlike.

However, interest in liminal spaces is nothing new. In Tibetan Buddhism, the Bardo realms are essentially liminal spaces. According to this worldview, when a person dies and leaves their body, the soul traverses the Bardo realms and is eventually reborn. These liminal realms in which the soul travels in between realities must be carefully navigated. There are many teachings surrounding what to do in these Bardo realms. The Tibetan Book of The Dead (Bardo Thodol) is an ancient, detailed map used to help guide newly deceased souls through the Bardos to enlightenment or a beneficial rebirth. It reminds the soul to look beyond the illusions of the mind that can be scary and confusing.

Dream yoga is a spiritual practice rooted in Tibetan Buddhism that involves the use of dreams and lucid dreaming to work with the “Bardos of the Dreamtime” in order to prepare for the “Bardos of Death” after we have left this body behind. In Western terms, learning how to navigate the psyche while alive through lucid dreaming and drum journey trance states prepares you to successfully navigate consciousness at the time of death.

Regardless of your particular view of what happens after death, knowing how to work with liminal states of consciousness is an invaluable tool throughout life. Learning to navigate the psyche is a journey of learning how to safely venture in and out of various states of consciousness while maintaining awareness, and thereby successfully making it through the liminal spaces in between.

Psychological Benefits of Psychonavigation

Exploring the liminal realm between waking consciousness and the Dreamtime takes a suspension of disbelief that is not common in our culture. We are taught that reality is something very solid, linear, and “normal,” and everything else is to be discounted as “just in your head.” If the esoteric reasons for practicing psychonavigation feel inaccessible there are also many psychological benefits to focus on.

Death and dreams are more heightened cases of liminal states; however, we constantly encounter liminal moments throughout our lives. For example, when we make a geographical move, experience a health crisis or the passing of a loved one, graduate from school, or start a new job, these are all liminal moments. When you know how to work with your mind, you are better prepared to face these changes with skill and grace. It is a practical as well as mystical quest.

When you come in direct lucid contact with your subconscious there is a profound potential for self-discovery, emotional healing, and improved mental health by uncovering hidden thoughts and processing trauma. Non-ordinary states of awareness provide enhanced creativity, problem-solving, and cognitive function, while also aiding in behavioral change and mental clarity. When you can come in contact with suppressed or hidden parts of yourself and your mind, a deeper understanding of your life purpose can reveal itself. Coherently working with past wounds and traumas helps mend the mind. Skillful psychonavigation helps integrate the conscious and subconscious aspects of yourself, thus leading to a balanced, harmonious, and more fulfilled sense of self.
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