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Foreword

Late at night, the surf thundered against the Florida beach. As I struggled out of the water I thought I heard the sound of drumming. Peering toward the dark land, seeing nothing, I concluded that it was an illusion, the breakers echoing off sand dunes and distant buildings.

It was the next-to-last night together for our group of about sixty men and women who had spent the past three days in a workshop dedicated to transforming the world into a better place. We had just shared a powerful ceremony, connecting with the earth of the beach, the fire in the stars, the air from the wind, the water of the ocean, and what the Shuar of the Amazon call “Arutam,” the Quechua of the Andes, “Ushai” and the Tibetans, “Ether.” This Fifth Element is known by indigenous cultures around the world as a force that enables us to change our individual consciousness and, in doing so, the world. Many of us had ended the ceremony by plunging into the Atlantic.

I stood on the beach for a moment breathing in the salty air and admiring the moon that was rising phantomlike from the waves, nearly full, an orange beacon that seemed to pull me out into the universe, like a physical confirmation of the shamanic belief that we are all one, there is no separation. I thought of a similar night when Don Esteban Tamayo, the great Otavalan shaman from the high Andes of Ecuador, had seen the moon’s reflection on the ocean for the first time in his life. 
“El camino del Yachak,” He exclaimed. “The shaman’s path.”

The drumming grew louder. There was no longer any doubt in my mind that it was not the surf. I turned away from the moon and followed the light it cast up the beach, toward that sound. My eyes adjusted; a shadow materialized. Moving. Dancing. Slowly at first, then quickening with the rhythm of the drum. Faster and faster, bending, swirling, gyrating in the moonlight—flying along the shaman’s path.

I took several steps toward this apparition, wondering if I had somehow emerged from the ocean into another dimension, another time or place, and knowing at the same time that I had not. I was on this beach, bathed by the wind and the moon, experiencing the magic of a special moment.

As I approached, the outline of the drummer seated on the sand joined that of the dancer. Several other shadowy figures clustered around them. Someone came up and nudged me. “Susan Wright’s dancing the elements,” a woman’s voice purred. “Isn’t she incredible?”

I had known Susan as a therapist and devotee of shamanism and shapeshifting, a student of mine and a beautiful, compassionate soul who reached out to heal and comfort those in need; but this was a side of her I had never seen before. I stood on the beach that night, transfixed, as she danced the elements in the light of the moon, accompanied by the surf and the drum.

Afterward I walked her back to the hotel where the workshop participants were staying. “It’s my passion,” she said with that contagious smile of hers. “Dancing is shapeshifting and healing. It doesn’t matter how old you are or what physical condition you’re in, you can always dance in one way or another.”

The next morning, at my invitation, Susan led all of us at the workshop through the Dance of the Chakras. She was right; she taught us moves that were easy for everyone. Not only was it invigorating and fun; it was also extremely powerful, transformational work.

Since then Susan and I have cofacilitated several workshops. For me, it is always an ecstatic experience. Her creations epitomize the true meaning of 
magic. They take us to new levels of consciousness, empowering us to accomplish goals we previously only imagined, to realize our deepest dreams.

I am so pleased that Susan Wright now is sharing herself and her magic with a wider audience, through this wonderful book.

Read, learn, enjoy—and shapeshift yourself and the world.

JOHN PERKINS

John Perkins is The New York Times bestselling author of 
Confessions of an Economic Hit Man, Shapeshifting, The World Is As You Dream It, Psychonavigation, The Stress-Free Habit, and 
Spirit of the Shuar.
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The Chakras and the Energy Body
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Introduction

Evolution of a Shaman

I often tell people that after my devastating childhood, I had to rebuild myself from toothpicks and gum, matchsticks and tape, because what was left was so fragmented and fragile. I frequently felt as though I was building a model without any kit or plan. I worked hard at it, with diligence, consistency, and passion, and am now essentially whole. Because of this fragmentation and conscious reconstruction I have been blessed with practical knowledge about healing that generalizes to other people. As a shaman I can support people only in making connections I have already made for myself; I can safely take people only places I have already gone.

This book presents a process for healing that has been many years in the making. It is rooted in the teachings of the shamans from indigenous cultures, but also integrates wisdom drawn from diverse cultures and spiritual orientations. While its underlying concepts of developmental crisis are drawn from Western psychology, the tasks we will use to address and heal these challenges are derived from the earth-centered practice of shamanism. These ancient practices and ceremonies effectively address the unhealed wounds we all hold in our histories that keep us from moving forward as individuals and as a humane culture.

As a shaman, when I teach I always engage my students in an experiential activity before I begin to directly discuss the topic of the class. This allows the concepts to emerge from an organic, heart-centered place, rather than the narrow, limited realm of linear logic. In this book I may offer this experience through a suggested task, or by bringing you along on the retelling of part of my own journey. In keeping with that heart-centered approach, before I explain how this book works and the developmental concepts it reflects, I would like to share the story of how I became a shaman.

I tell my story of transformation and healing to help you envision how your own life can be transformed. We can’t change the original wounds we suffer, but we can profoundly change our relationship to them. One way to do this is by embracing the spiritual, transformational aspects of our stories.


THE CALL TO SPIRIT

Shamans are called by spirit. Since the business of the shaman or medicine person is healing and therefore integrity, very often spirit calls a shaman by breaking the person they once were into pieces in some way. As the straw man in The Wizard of Oz discovers in his frightening encounter with the possessed monkeylike creatures, sometimes it is only possible for us to learn what we are made of after we have been torn apart by some inner or outer force, our insides strewn around on the ground.

My “straw man” time came when I was twenty-two years old.

I had already spent five years in psychotherapy to address the fallout, on every level of my being, from having a schizophrenic father, a bipolar, alcoholic stepfather who abused me physically and sexually, and a perpetually adolescent mother. To preserve my sanity, I had moved out of my parents’ home at sixteen years old. Within the next several years I became a licensed massage therapist and was beginning to make a modest, reliable living. In my external life I was just beginning to create the security and stability for myself that no one had ever provided for me.

Unfortunately, at this time my paternal grandmother was diagnosed with terminal liver cancer. Though I didn’t see her often, my grandmother Betty was still an anchor for me, a reminder that somebody relatively sane and grounded cared about my well-being. She never could allow herself to see into the specifics of my untenable situation, but she clearly loved me. I used to see her every Sunday until well into my teens.

While my grandmother’s body was wasting away, my own was shrinking, almost as if we were having parallel deaths. My five-foot seven-and-a-half inch body had reduced from a hundred and forty-two pounds to one hundred and seven. I knew I was not anorexic because I was very concerned about this weight loss and I knew I was getting too thin. I was just not able to do anything to stop it.

As my paternal grandmother was moving farther away from ordinary reality, dying in a hospice, I was compulsively engaged in what I now call the drama of the mirror. In addition to watching my body shed an entire quarter of its former self, I was also observing a devastating process of newly acquired adult acne. For many people acne might only be a slight embarrassment of sorts, but because of the years of sexual and physical abuse in my childhood I had learned to rely on my face and body to facilitate the only power I ever believed I really had . . . seduction.

I had started to model for a children’s fashion magazine when I was five, around the time my stepfather started to abuse me. I began to understand I was a pretty girl and that there was a power associated with that. As I got older and needed love, my ability to seduce got me attention, affection, and sometimes a close relationship. I was trying to make up for not having received any of these things from my mother at any age.

I understand now there were many forces within me and connected to me that were more powerful than the appearance of my body and face, but I didn’t yet understand that at twenty-two. My appearance was what felt powerful to me then, because of the dynamic of how it was exploited, and the pathological emphasis it is given in general in the culture at large.

So I agonized in front of the mirror for hours a day, watching what I imagined to be my power slip away, wanting to be dead without it. I was mortified by my apparent vanity, yet powerless over it. I did try the ineffective pharmaceutical pills and potions prescribed by a dermatologist and a strict macrobiotic diet. I struggled, with the help of my therapist, to get on about the business of my life and the things I loved, including yoga, t’ai chi, reading, writing, and learning more about healing. I could show up for my appointments with clients, and sometimes pursue these activities for hours, but then I would end up back in the mirror, stuck, locked into the hopeless struggle for reassurance and some new sense of myself that could work better and feel better than my old self. I realized how hard it was for me to look at myself and breathe at the same time (other than the very shallow breath necessary for survival).

I was in the mirror, locked between the shadows and the light, blaming myself for the acne, the weight loss, and my grandmother’s death because I had to believe I had some control, and brutal self-blame was better than no control at all. I was terrified, as I was by the abuse at seven or eight, that everything would just keep getting worse . . . the acne, the scars, the weight loss . . . and I would be damaged beyond repair, dirty beyond redemption. I had no idea of where to go or how to live with the gaping wounds left from two decades of abuse. As I stared at my hopeless reflection, I thought perhaps I wasn’t capable of healing because I had been so damaged by my childhood.

I had grown up believing that my hunger for a crumb of affection from my mother had somehow drawn my stepfather’s hands and mouth to me at six and seven, where energetically they stuck, his sticky shame commanded by his arrogance to convince me it was mine. I could never forget that first hug—the initial relief of discovering that any human being could be affectionate toward me. I recalled with a fresh sense of shock and betrayal how I had been comforted at one moment by strong arms, then twisted, emotionally abducted into some dark place, made to share this shame that always disgusted me, accompanied by sounds that even a six-year-old knew had nothing to do with affection, and his slimy, open mouth. My present shame merged with the shame of the past.

On one level I felt as though my situation was all my fault—my grandmother’s illness, my inability to attend to her, my weight loss, and the acne emerging from the depth of the shame within me, effacing my fledgling self-esteem. The emotional weed of shame flourishes in the fertile soil of a child’s destroyed ability to believe in her inherent right to exist. But I had begun to understand in therapy that all children are born with a right to exist, and I began to entertain the idea that the guilt and shame I had been holding and was now releasing was perhaps not mine at all. I began to sense there were energies in my being that needed to be released and transformed. One part of me was stuck in the mirror, but another was reaching out.

At this juncture, Michael Harner, pioneering anthropologist and author of The Way of the Shaman, came into my life briefly. He was teaching a workshop with the same title, sharing with passion and sincerity some of what he’d learned from indigenous people.

I had not heard of shamanism before. I knew Native American tribes had medicine people and my imagination had been captured by their way of life, especially when, as a teenager, I visited my maternal grandmother in New Mexico where she lived near Geronimo Springs. The philosophy of living in balance with Mother Earth seemed like it made perfect sense to me (though at that age I could not imagine a world where the toilets didn’t flush).

In his workshop, Michael Harner spoke about ordinary and non-ordinary reality as these terms apply in the world of the shaman. As I understood it, ordinary reality is the level of reality where we negotiate for our concrete needs and wants, utilizing concrete means. For example, we can negotiate our need or want for food by gathering, hunting, farming, or shopping at the grocery store. It is the reality the ego is most connected to. Ordinary reality is also a linear place where events move in sequence and time moves from past to present to future. Since we must meet our practical needs, our healthy ego and ordinary reality are both important.

Equally important in shamanism, however, is nonordinary reality—the level of reality where we negotiate our spiritual life. Here our emotions flow, hearts open, and the higher mind attunes itself to the dynamic energies, images, beings, and spirits flowing out from the expansive wholeness of the universe. In nonordinary reality, time may move in any pattern so we may simultaneously heal the past, present, and future. This is the reality our spirit is the most connected to.

This concept was a very interesting exploration of reality for me, having grown up with the unreality of my parents’ mental illnesses. The idea of having visions and other sensory imaginings was very scary to me, having been exposed to my father’s auditory hallucinations my whole life. But hearing Michael speak about visions and journeys as part of nonordinary reality in his matter-of-fact, grounded, almost academic way, made it seem quite safe, natural, and practical. He was very supportive in the workshop and noticed that I seemed to have a talent for this process. I deeply appreciated being seen and being taught to use this gift in a safe way.

I was very grateful for all the psychotherapy I’d received by this time in my life and continued it for another twenty years. It provided enormous support in healing my fractured ego. But I came to know that I needed the vastness and richness and power of nonordinary reality as well to heal my extensive wounding. There was something in my soul that knew it had followed the way of the shaman many times in the past.

Just hearing about nonordinary reality opened up the whole universe for me. As I was walking on the beach near my home not long after the workshop, I almost strolled by a man sitting on a large boulder. Instead, I was magnetically drawn to his broad, kind features as I heard him say in a deep, soothing voice: “Finally.” It was clear to me right away that he was a presence from nonordinary reality and not of physical substance; but what struck me was how ordinary it actually felt to encounter him, how matter-of-fact he was about greeting me. He told me he was my spirit guide, and he had been waiting for me to notice him for a very long time. Maybe at times I had—he looked very familiar to me.

A deep peace that I hadn’t felt since I was very little came into my being when I heard his voice and its sound vibrated in my body. I experienced a sense of safety that I had never felt before. The gentle power of his presence enveloped me and has held me ever since. This guide is with me to this day and has been a tremendous support to me in my consciousness for over twenty years, shapeshifting between his human and animal forms.

Guiding Eagle told me that he had been my father in a previous life, and that we were a family of medicine people. I journeyed with him to the mesas of the desert near the Rio Grande where my grandparents and mother lived in the 1980s. We traveled back to more than a century before the Elephant Butte Dam and the man-made lake occupied so many acres of desert. In this journey I shapeshifted into the desert herself, before she was submerged beneath the pooling water from the river. I could feel the movements of the sacred rattlesnakes through my spine, my hands the embodiment of sacred tarantulas, the yielding of the earth, and the expansiveness of the sky. This was the first of many lessons I would receive from Guiding Eagle about the strengths that lived inside me and all the nurturing and love in the universe.

My spirit guide explained that I had been tested by the trials in this life, and that my persistence on the journey to shed the veils of illusion and addiction had been an initiation for me into shamanism. As I had been a massage therapist for a couple of years the idea of becoming a healer was not new to me. But shamanism encompassed so many dimensions, so many unknowns, and was therefore both exciting and comforting beyond anything I had ever known.

I so liked the idea of redemption. I was beginning to understand that my struggling and pain could transform into a positive wisdom and become an initiation into this healing world of shamanic power and knowledge. I was learning how to leave the unreality of disconnection from spirit and how to be present with others in my newly found connections. It gave me the greatest comfort to know that transcendence could happen at this personal level yet also have meaning for some greater good. I thought that perhaps this was what Malcolm X might have felt like, finding Allah in jail.

Somehow shamanism and its honoring of nonordinary reality as an actual, legitimate world made the deep places I had to go inside to heal a little less scary. To continue my healing became an exercise in the power of integrity and an opportunity to go to healing places I could one day lead other people through. I could do all this with Guiding Eagle holding my hand. I had never had a father before in the ways that I needed one. Shamanism gave me a hope I had never known before, a world of endless creative possibility while being spiritually connected to support and protection.

Within six months after the workshop with Michael Harner, so much had rebalanced in my being. I nourished my relationship with my spirit guide and watched my terror recede. I gained back some of the lost weight, and the acne diminished. I started a Gestalt psychotherapy training program and courses to complete my college degree. I was becoming more grounded, paradoxically, while spending time and conscious energy in nonordinary reality.

I began to move forward with my adult life in a way I previously couldn’t, free from many addictions and destructive behaviors that had created so much misery for me in my very young adulthood. Never having been athletic because my body was not a safe place for me to be in my childhood, through immersing myself in the study of yoga and t’ai chi, I began to develop a relationship with my body that included compassion and a balance of sensual, feminine power and focused, masculine strength.

Through my relationship with my spirit guide, I finally had a parental relationship with someone who really saw and knew my spirit. This allowed me to truly go forward with my life, and to understand the process of healing, which I was beginning to realize was in fact my mission. Guiding Eagle was and is always available to me when I need him, with warmth, tenderness, knowledgeable support, and spiritual insights.

His presence allowed me to embark on the most important journey of my life—to fully explore and understand the process of how we heal as human beings. It took me twenty years to completely grasp and articulate this process. I learned its many intricacies and subtleties by applying this healing model first to myself and then in my clinical practice. This is the effective process I share in this book.
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I believe that when we tell our stories from a deep place we lead others on a journey to honor their own story. I do not share my story for sensational purposes or to shame or punish anyone. There is more than enough gratuitous violence in our culture, and we do not heal by blaming or punishing others. I have already healed my childhood wounds to a great extent through the techniques in this book.

Through knowledge of our own wounds we learn to acknowledge the wounds of others with compassion. We create a respectful dance of connection. I can’t change what happened in my childhood, but I can use my story of protection, empowerment, and spiritual connection to weave a layer of healing energy through the tasks in this book.




EGO STATES AND ENERGY

In the course of my shamanic meditations and yoga studies, it became clear to me that healing has both a developmental and an energetic component. Distinct stages of development correspond to our chronological ages and the capacity of our nervous systems at those times to process events, information, relationships, complexity, and trauma. As I addressed my own childhood wounds with the help of my guides and a therapist, I recognized that the impact of traumatic events or situations is influenced greatly by the age of the individual at the time of the trauma.

After years of studying with powerful shamans and energy healers, I began to understand that the ego states of all our developmental stages exist in us simultaneously, in the form of energy. There is essentially one major developmental stage embodied in each energy center, or chakra, of the body. This idea led me to envision how powerful it could be to lead people through a sequential journey to address all of these stages of development and their possible wounds. I could see how various shamanic tasks could be very effective in healing the wounds associated with certain stages of development. In fact, in indigenous cultures certain tasks are required of people at appropriate life stages, to build power and balance. I discovered that by addressing all of these stages of development a person—even one who has suffered traumatic experiences—could grow into a profound, resilient integrity.

The process that you will engage in by completing the tasks in this book involves moving through the chakras sequentially, from the first to the eighth chakra. Each chapter addresses one chakra, examining the developmental challenges it embodies. For example, the first chapter addresses the first chakra (located at the base of the spine), which holds the energy of our ego state from birth through age six, the stage when we develop trust in others and ourselves. The chapter then explains and explores the shamanic tasks that help people heal the sometimes painful, paralyzing, and energy-draining issues that can grow out of less than successful resolution of this critical phase.




DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY AND THE CHAKRAS

The developmental component of this process is based in part on a melding of several influential psychological theories I have found valid and useful for my own healing as well as that of my clients, including Gestalt therapy and Erik Erikson’s theory of developmental crisis. The Gestalt model I studied incorporated an aspect of “transactional analysis” that focuses on the three ego states within a person—the inner child, adult, and parent—and the interplay between these ego states. In Gestalt therapy we explore and try to heal the conflicts within the individual between the inner child and inner parent, often making use of psychodrama techniques. This approach helped me to understand firsthand the dynamics of the ego states within us, interacting among themselves and with the world.

After years of practice and study I came to believe there are more ego states than just the three. We have children and adults of many ages inside us, and these ages organize themselves loosely around the eight chakras and their corresponding developmental stages. Because a chakra is a wheel of energy, it energetically holds the issues of its developmental stage. In my healing practice and my own healing journey, I have found that developmental psychologist Erik Erikson’s model of ego development and developmental crisis fits quite accurately with the ego states energetically contained within each chakra.

According to Erikson, each period or stage of a person’s life calls for different tasks to be explored and completed as the person grows physically, emotionally, mentally, socially, and spiritually. Erikson referred to these stages as crises. In 
Identity, Youth and Crisis he explains, “Each stage becomes a crisis because incipient growth and awareness in a new part . . . together with a shift in instinctual energy . . . also cause a specific vulnerability in that part . . . crisis is used here in a developmental sense to connote not a threat of catastrophe, but a turning point. . . .” We resolve the crisis when we are able to successfully channel the emergent energy and awareness and achieve growth. However, if our environment is unsupportive and/or we suffer a psychic trauma during this phase, the crisis is not fully resolved and we are less prepared for the next developmental challenge.

In this book, Erickson’s theory of developmental crises serves as a loose guideline for understanding the needs and challenges of the various ego states contained within our energy bodies as we progress through the life cycle.*1 The process that you will engage in to address these crises, however, will emphasize shamanic tasks and chakra work rather than Western psychology. Tasks to resolve these crises may include shamanic journeys or meditation, physical exercises, reflections, journaling, ceremony, and breathing techniques.

Erickson believed all the developmental crises could be resolved at any time if the environment provided what was required. Therefore, all these crises are always resolving themselves within us. Each of us has all of these ages and stages within us, simultaneously making demands and providing perspective, insight, and wisdom. So use this book to keep growing at every stage, throughout your life cycle.




HEALING THE HUMAN FAMILY

The process you will experience in this book facilitates consciousness, giving you more power to choose the forms your energy takes as you develop more strength to manifest your dreams. This expanded consciousness and self-growth will enable you not only to realize your personal dreams but also your hopes for the greater good.

Very often our energy patterns can get stuck in old habits. By that I mean our energy will follow the beliefs we ingested whole from our families or our culture. Many of our societal problems come from beliefs most people have not been willing to question. Whether a belief is healthy or functional depends not only on whether it supports and balances us as individuals but also on its implications for the rest of the planet. Does the belief create safety and connection to Mother Earth? Does it support creativity, balanced emotional flow, healthy sexuality? Does it facilitate passion, energy, and the appropriate use of will and commitment? Does it balance the masculine and feminine energies? Is it wise? Is it spiritually connected? For how many of our cultural beliefs would these criteria be met?

It is important to hold the American Dream up to the light of these questions. All of us who live here in this country have held or have been held by some version of this dream. Those ancestors who came here of their own free will were seeking religious, political, or some other type of freedom of expression, and the opportunity to provide more economic security for loved ones. Somehow this straightforward, nonexploitive dream became, as one shaman keenly observed, a fantasy of the world as “playground for rich gringos.” We need to trace this back both collectively and as individuals, so we can be conscious about how we started to allow our needs and wants to be met at the expense of others on such a grand scale.

Life provides us all with opportunities to refuse to swallow whole what we have been fed. We can study what does not feel right and begin to break it down. We can ask, how much of what we have been fed is truly digestible and how much is poisonous? We can find the baby and release the dirty bathwater. Then we have the chance to transform at both the personal and the institutional level. The greater the levels of consciousness we have achieved, the greater and more truly powerful the shapeshifts will be.

At this time in the evolution of humanity, we need to heal and change in alignment with Mother Earth, our sacred environment, so we can continue to exist as a species. In addition to having arrested development individually, we have collective arrested development as humanity. Tragically, we have already caused the demise or imbalance of many ecosystems, species of plants and animals, and groups of our fellow humans.

I believe this will shift as more individuals heal and we become more open to understanding the impact we make on the whole. Once an individual comes into healing and integrity, she or he has a profound understanding of how we can live together in mutual respect and have a powerful and positive impact on the world at large. Perhaps with consciousness and compassion we can use our joint energies to enhance the collective experience of humanity. We can live in balance with Mother Earth, the heavens, the divine feminine and the divine masculine, and all beings and spirits everywhere. My sincerest wish is that this book will be a help to you on your journey to heal yourself and to support all beings and spirits as they dance in exquisite balance with all other beings and spirits.
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1

The Earth Is Our Mother

A Journey to Trust

The opportunity to be consciously present for the birth of my daughter was the pinnacle of my existence. It required me to journey to the deepest place in my soul. I finally got to know myself fully as the goddess, at last dispelling the impact of all the limiting images and concepts of womanhood that modern Western culture had imposed on me. I could at last integrate my healing sexuality with something magnificent and powerful. Learning that the vagina was not only a moist, yielding opening of ecstasy but also a birth canal with amazingly powerful muscles to successfully push a baby into a new universe was a gift to my previously fragmented female psyche.

The body does an intricate, paradoxical dance, a counterpoint of stretching and contracting, to bring the baby from the womb cave to the air for the baby’s next stage of development. I spent the most intense part of labor—transition, when the cervix or mouth of the womb opens most rapidly—in the shower. As the water splashed my body, the moans came from deep within the earth, through my belly, vibrating out through my throat, echoing off the walls to fill my ears. As all the birth passages opened, I became ready to let go of my baby in one way so I could embrace her in another. In conception, pregnancy, birth, and child nurturing, a woman works hand in hand with Spirit and Mother Earth.
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This book invites you to give birth to yourself anew and to heal the psychic
wounds from the past that require your loving attention. Your map
for that journey to healing will be the chart of the chakras and the energy
body (fig. 1.1). Chakras are wheels of energy associated with specific locations in the body. The collective energy generated by the chakras as they spin surrounds us for about three feet or more past our physical body. This radiant envelope of energy is called the energy body.
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Fig. 1.1. The Chakras and the Energy Body

Traditionally, each of the chakras is associated with a specific color, an element or essential dynamic energy, and a spiritual strength. In addition to showing the location of the chakras in the energy body, figure 1.1 also lists commonly acknowledged attributes of each chakra, along with some new attributes that I have discovered in my practice. Lastly, the chart displays the specific developmental ages and crises that I have found to be embodied by each of the chakras. The significance of all of these properties of the chakras will become clear as you work through the chapters.

We connect energetically to Mother Earth through the first chakra, which spins around the tailbone and pelvic floor (see fig 1.2). We feel the connection of our body to hers through this first chakra. This bond with Mother Earth is the foundation of our relationship with the divine feminine. This center is also associated with the element of earth, the relative solidness of our physical reality.

This first chakra energetically holds the issues of the first developmental stages, from birth to age six. This period encompasses the first three crises of development identified by Eric Erickson. These crises occur in all children, and they are all related to trust—first of others, and then of self.

The first crisis, trust versus mistrust, occurs between birth and age one. It is about the baby developing trust in relationship to its environment. If its parents are safe, loving, and nurturing, the baby will successfully resolve this crisis. If not, there is trauma and wounding, and this crisis will have to be resolved in some way later on in the life cycle.

The second developmental crisis is autonomy versus shame and doubt. This crisis occurs in children ages two through five. At this stage, we start to learn about healthy separation and autonomy as we go out and explore the world a bit on our own, periodically coming back to warm, loving affirmations and affection. If a child is not permitted to go and explore, is abandoned to an extreme degree, or made to feel fearful or shameful about his or her desire to explore the environment, there may be a lack of resolution of this developmental crisis.

The final developmental crisis embodied in this chakra is initiative
versus guilt. This is a direct outgrowth of the previous crisis and occurs
between the ages of four and six. If a child has a healthy sense of self, she or he will be able to initiate activities, expressing creativity and embracing responsibility, and ideally will be appreciated for these actions. If the child is punished for independent activity, she or he will experience guilt.
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Fig. 1.2. First Chakra

Self-trust is developed through appropriate mirroring. Healthy mirroring happens when a parent sees a child’s feelings and responses to life and, in a respectful way, lets the child know that those feelings and responses are real and understandable. Mirroring is seeing with the eyes of the heart and having compassion for the experience of another, and it validates the child’s inner life and view of reality.

To balance and heal the first chakra at the base of the energy body, we need to address several issues, including trust of others and ourselves, our relationship to our bodies and nature, and our connection to the divine feminine. Our spirits are released to walk on Mother Earth’s body through the flesh of our biological mothers and the sacred miraculous journey of birth. Therefore, to begin our journey to trust it is important to heal our birth experience or trauma and to connect to the process of birth as the new beginning of each moment. It is also important to reconnect with this developmental stage by invoking our earliest memories and our connections to our caregivers. By assessing what life may have felt like for us then, how difficult (or not) it may have been for us to trust, we can gain insight into how to use the exercises in this chapter to expand our ability to trust ourselves and others.


RECONNECTING TO OUR EARLIEST MEMORIES

The womb experience is perhaps the most common experience we have as human beings. Regardless of our mother’s environment or experience, some aspects of the womb experience are universal: its sacred darkness, soothing fluid, the peaceful, steady rhythm of the mother’s heartbeat, and the warmth of her body temperature. The womb is truly of sacred design. It is a place where a mother’s limitations interfere the least with her child feeling loved and developing in a healthy way. This is the place where our needs get met before we even know we have them.

Ancient cultures found that recapitulating this predominantly positive experience was profoundly healing and strengthening. Many cultures still practice rituals that evoke this experience, often in womblike structures such as the kivas of the Pueblo and Hopi people. Certain types of meditation and Eastern spiritual practice mimic the physical or sensory experience of the womb—for example, focusing on the heartbeat in Child pose in yoga (sitting back on the heels while leaning forward, belly resting on or between the knees). The flotation or sensory-deprivation tanks of the 1970s and ’80s also re-created the womb experience. If we could all reconnect with a sense that we have everything we need because it comes from a sacred source, there would never be any reason to do violence to one another or to Mother Earth.

The birth of my daughter brought me into intimate connection with the power of the womb, and of Mother Earth, to instill trust in every child and to heal trust issues for those who experience trauma. After moving through the later part of my first trimester of pregnancy, when I felt like throwing up all the time, I really enjoyed being pregnant. My body was revealing itself to be capable of something quite the opposite of being confined or diminished. It was thankfully and miraculously expanding with new life and energy. Paradoxically, as my body expanded out into the world and my external energy journeyed out into the cosmos bearing new dreams of the future, my focus went inward to my generative core and then down into the center of the creative life force energy of Mother Earth.

I enjoyed holding and stroking the enormous hard, fleshy globe of my belly, which contained the miracle of life. The globes of my breasts grew and swelled, ready to produce food to nourish my baby when it was time to emerge. As the earth turned on its axis with each passing day, I was spiraling more deeply into the sacred garden, coming to know the warm, lush, profound place of blood and light.

I sensed what it might be like for my baby in my belly. Did she feel held and loved? Was there enough room? Was she trying to get more comfortable when she moved, or just trying out some part of her that had developed more fully? At night when I lay down to try to sleep, was she doing some ancient sacred dance only babies in the womb know? Who was she?

I can still sense my daughter, snug in her pristine amniotic sac, moving out of my womb. There was such pressure as she moved into and through the vaginal canal. So much focused, intensive pushing was required for the water that cradled her to gush out and for her head to at last emerge. I remember the strong, slippery caress of her shoulders, and the relief as she at last swam through and out of me, the smallest of dolphins, into the air. Her sweet cries told me I had given birth at last. I was exhausted and elated, holding my precious baby, having never seen a human quite so new before.

In the womb, a baby’s needs get met before she or he has to ask. This is a vital part of the first developmental crisis because, unless there was drug abuse or some other very invasive action, we all have an experience in our bodies and being that trust was safe and possible.

The first task in this chapter will allow you to journey back to the womb and re-create or perhaps reinvent what you experienced in this crucial transition. You may want to ask your parents or other caregivers, if they are living, what they remember or know about your birth, such as whether it was vaginal or cesarean, natural or drug-supported, at home or at a birthing center or hospital, instrument-assisted or not. Based on some of these details and what you know about your birth parents, you may be able to imagine what your birth must have felt like for you.

My mother’s experience of my birth was very different from my experience of my daughter’s. My mother, enveloped in drug-induced “twilight” sleep, does not remember any details of my birth. As was typical of 1960, my father was not in the room. Birth had become a medical procedure with anesthesia, drugs, and instruments. At age twenty-three my mother was the disempowered goddess and my father the oblivious god. How sad that they were not really present to witness this true miracle and be affirmed in their glorious part in the mystery of the creation of life. If they had been, this would have created a different beginning for me.

You may need healing for your birth trauma, or you may not. In either case it can be very nurturing to acknowledge the spiritual aspect of this blessed event. This next task can help to heal birth trauma and assist you as you honor the sacred beginning of your life.

If your experience of your mother was not so positive, this might be hard for you to do. At one point in my therapy, I imagined myself peacefully sleeping inside a closed tulip. It was a soft and gentle place. A traumatized client of mine used to curl up in bed next to a stuffed bear that made womb sounds when you turned a knob, including the heartbeat echoing through the amniotic fluid. I have also worked with people who have imagined very comfortable caves. This task can support you in being held with love as you are born anew into this moment.

Don’t worry if this task is difficult to do. It may take a few tries to be completely present with the process so it can be healing. Later tasks may also provide you with the understanding and spiritual protection necessary to make a journey to the womb feel safer and more possible. Just do the best you can as you move through the tasks and the overall journey of this book.


[image: image]  Task One: A Journey to the Womb

See if you can imagine yourself in a womblike space. If your experience of your mother was basically positive, you may want to go right back to her womb. It is best not to be strictly biologically accurate about this, but artistic. Sculpt a holographic womb in your imagination with all your senses. Imagine the soothing warm fluid, the protection from over-stimulation, the vibration of the heartbeat. Know that you have everything that you need right now in this moment. All that you need is being provided for you. You can completely relax.

Sometimes it’s best to re-create the experience in the physical environment. Curling up under a soft blanket in a relatively dark, warm room can work well, as can a warm bath in a warm room with an inflatable pillow. If you don’t like closed spaces, there is no reason why your womb can’t be spacious. Feel free to create your womb, internally and externally, in a way that will make you feel nurtured and provided for.

After five to twenty minutes, when you are ready to emerge from the womb, allow yourself a gentle process of birth. Are there movements or sounds that you need or want to make? With gentleness and kindness, as you open your eyes, notice what nurtures you in your outer environment. This could be anything, including plants, the light through the windows, your pets, candles, art on your walls, a sacred altar, music, your meditation cushion, or a picture of your friends. Give thanks for all that nurtures you as you are welcomed back to ordinary reality. If there doesn’t seem to be quite enough to nurture you, know that the process of this book will lead you in the direction of self-care and will help you create more of these types of connections. You may want to have a drink of water, juice, or tea.

Journal about how you felt during this process and perhaps how the journey compared to what you know about your original womb and birth experience.
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Our next task will take us back to revisit our earliest memories. My earliest memories include my father, Frank, taking my brother and me to the Hayden Planetarium in New York City. Sometimes my father’s educational excursions were not at all fruitful for me, as they bored me and gave me a headache, but the planetarium held powerful knowledge for my young soul. This is where I first sensed the wholeness of Mother Earth and her exquisite round shape, the globe.

Looking at our solar system, I understood that she was round like the other planets, orbiting around the warmth of the sun. I understood the cycles of night and day as she spun on her own axis. I understood how a year passed as she journeyed around the sun, causing the seasons to unfold into each other. There was a comfort in how we, humanity, were part of this exquisite dance of planets, satellites, stars, meteors, and space, moving in patterns that created cycles. The improvisations of randomness and chaos were modified by celestial choreography.

I could somehow sense that on this huge sphere of unimaginable proportions, everyone and everything was equal, because it was a big ball and not a ladder or a pyramid. I knew that the dirt and grass from my grandparents’ yards were somewhere on the globe in a city called Yonkers. And that there were many other cities all around the vast roundness of the world where other little girls lived with land around them. I sensed the power, diversity, and wholeness of Mother Earth and her people and creatures. I sensed the magic of an Earth-connected life. Knowing about Mother Earth’s richness and connection to the whole universe deepened my connection to her every time I saw rocks and trees. I imagined myself holding the globe in my arms, as if I were a goddess who could protect her, as she held me.

Other memories of my parents are bittersweet. My father sometimes took us to coin shows. He and my brother collected silver quarters and other currency. Money meant nothing to me in this preschool, kindergarten time of my life, but I held on to the precious coin of my father’s love. This wasn’t simple. Heads: he’s smiling that “you are my precious sweetheart” smile, eyes swimming in love, floating in the skin around them. Tails: his brow is squeezed, face red, as he rages against the voices only he hears that taunt him. He curses them, “those damned idiots, boobs!” and his mother cries out to “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” as if she knew the holy family personally. She implores him repeatedly to “Stop it!” as if he actually could.

My mother was a beautiful, impatient butterfly, the soft brown wings of her hair often disappearing into a cocoon of cigarette smoke. She always seemed to be flying away to New York City to bars and parties, to the Hamptons, Fire Island, and work, without ever really seeing the flower of my heart. There was never any way to entice my mother with my sweetness, so I watched her in loneliness, longingly, feeling unworthy of her attention. My hunger for her was always intense, and when I couldn’t bear it anymore I escaped to my imagination and connection to Mother Earth.

We are all nurtured by both maternal and paternal energy. It is important to explore how and where you connected to both, and how you internalized this connection. This next experience is an opportunity to explore what your life was like as a young child and how trustworthy your environment really was. As this task is a type of journey to your past, be gentle and go slowly with yourself if your childhood was painful. By all means, find a therapist or shaman if that level of support is required.


[image: image]  Task Two: Remembering Your Earliest Life

I invite you to remember your parents and other caregivers as they were when you were at this young developmental stage and to journal about your general and specific experiences with them. Ask yourself, “How did they support me in developing trust in others and myself? In what ways did they make this difficult?”

Invoke your memories of infancy, the toddler years, and young childhood. You may have many colorful, wonderful memories that flood back as soon as you think of your caregivers at this time. On the other hand, I have worked with many clients who have few or no memories from this developmental stage. This is often because there wasn’t adequate safety in the environment. If these memories do not come easily, there may be stories about you as a child that you’ve heard at family gatherings. What do these say about you and the dynamics in your family?

It helps some people to find pictures of themselves and their families at this developmental stage. Sit, surround yourself with these images, sensing their nuances, and breathe. How did you interact with your family in these pictures? Sense what it must have been like for you. To invoke all the senses in service of memory, it is helpful for some to listen to music that was played or popular when they were growing up, travel to their childhood homes, or taste their childhood foods. Did you have important caregivers other than your parents, exposure to an influential religion, or a chance to connect to Mother Earth? Find the riches and the challenges.

Imagine yourself—as a baby being held or nursing, when you first ate solid food, walked, talked, played, went to preschool and kindergarten. Allow the multisensory images of your childhood to appear, unfold, and blend as you record them in a journal, along with your enhanced understanding of what life was like for you as a young child.
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