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That’s the thing with magic. You’ve got to know it’s still here, all around us, or it just stays invisible for you.

—Charles de Lint, fantasy author and
Celtic folk musician





INTRODUCTION

Before I introduce you to the flying drum, be prepared to know that what I am about to share is incredible and unbelievable: I own a drum that has been observed to fly. Made from an oval wooden frame covered with the bladder of a polar bear, this drum, originally called a qilaat, started flying in the Arctic over one hundred years ago when it belonged to a historically renowned Inuit-Eskimo shaman. (Wait, there’s more!) The flying drum is only one magical object from the whole collection of long-lost mojo that has recently made its return.

Mojo is, in a word, magic. I don’t mean sleight of hand trickery or adolescent renderings of fantasy. Authentic magic, or the old French word magique, is defined as “the art of influencing events and producing marvels.” It signifies the complex mystery behind experiential transformation, whether pursued for reasons of health, wealth, freedom, relationship, spiritual wisdom, inspiration, or happiness. Though often associated with special charms, amulets, or objects, mojo also refers to all forms of ability that can influence and help bring forth a desired change. “To have one’s mojo working” means that good things are happening for you—luck is on your side.

Originally rooted to African healing traditions, the word was introduced to the general public through the lyrics of blues songs recorded in the 1920s. Blues queen Ma Rainey sang about going to Louisiana to get a “mojo hand” so she could “stop these women from taking my man.” Guitar legend Robert Johnson sang about mojo being used in card games while Lightnin’ Hopkins, Sonny Boy Williamson, and Blind Willie McTell sang about its impact on love, relationships, and how to handle the blues.

Anyone with self-confidence and assuredness is said to have mojo. It provides a basis for belief in one’s natural skills in any situation, including the capacity to bounce back from negative and traumatic events. Mojo underlies the expression of creativity, charisma, life force energy, and the special uniqueness that empowers everyday life. Mojo makes you both socially cool and expressively hot, and is regarded as the unseen force that is responsible for personal magnetism, natural leadership, and spirited presence. It is the one quality that matters most in bringing forth exceptional meaning, ecstatic joy, and tremendous success.

Mojo underlies the expression of creativity, charisma, life force energy, and the special uniqueness that empowers everyday life.

Before you wonder whether you should go further with these stories of mojo and magical objects, it may be worth mentioning that I carry some respectable credentials as a scholar and therapist. As a matter of fact, I was just elected president of the Louisiana Association for Marriage and Family Therapy. There is nothing special about this position, though some outside observers may think there is something unusual about my holding it. Being an atypical therapist is not a serious problem where I live because Louisiana is not your typical state.

We not only have a state flower but we also have a state reptile—the alligator. So don’t be surprised if the state therapist is a witch doctor. This part of the Deep South never stops savoring the many contradictory tastes of its deep-fried experiences. Our cultural gumbo holds Cajun healers, turtle hunting, ghost stories, right-wing evangelical churches, the Southern Decadence gay festival, Mardis Gras parades, hot sauce, voodoo dolls, root doctors, swamp boats, political corruption, gambling, organized crime, hurricanes, king cake, bayou swamps, gospel, zydeco, blues, and jazz. You can drink and party all night long on Saturday and dance down the church aisles on Sunday morning. Or not. Whatever and however you choose to express yourself, you can do it here and be cool because whatever happens “ain’t nobody’s business if I do,” as the Fats Waller Big Easy mantra is sung on Bourbon Street.

Where else could a mojo doctor be a licensed therapist and elected president of a state organization that attends to the professionals who are on the front lines of our most heated moral and practical issues, from abortion to divorce, gay rights, runaway kids, sexuality, alternative lifestyles, courtship, childbirth, child rearing, leaving home, elder living, and bereavement, not to mention all the tricky symptoms and problems associated with depression, anxiety, eating disorders, emotional and behavioral issues, social hassles, and madness? I have spent a career masked as a therapist and have worked with almost every imaginable mess and form of suffering people can get themselves into. And I have done this while secretly dispensing swamp mojo and the assorted magical know-how of various ancestral traditions.

Am I really a mojo doctor—someone who draws upon unexplainable mysteries to help people change? Am I a witch doctor because I specialize in mojo? It actually sounds weird to be called that, but there is a truth to this name. Admittedly, I was initiated in several doctoring ways in Africa, including the world’s oldest living culture, the Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert. There I am called “the big doctor” because I am big in stature compared to their small physical size and because they regard me as holding the expertise of their healing knowledge.

In Louisiana, I am known as a therapist, marriage therapist, family therapist, or creative therapist—whichever name best serves the clients, whether they are in need of personal healing or are therapists wanting to enliven their practices; my card does not say I am a mojo doctor. It mentions only that I am a licensed marriage and family therapist, and that I am a professor and the Hanna Spyker Eminent Scholars Chair in Education at the University of Louisiana, Monroe. With Hillary Stephenson, I am also co-founder and co-director of Circulus: Innovations for Creative Transformation, a consortium of practitioners, artists, cultural tricksters, and scholars devoted to studying innovative ways of personal and social change.

You might be tempted to say that I am a professor and therapist by day and a mojo doctor at night, but it’s actually more intertwined than that. I regard all therapists as striving mojo doctors. Some therapists have learned to access mojo and others have not been as lucky, but all disseminators of the talking cure are part of an ancient art whose most noble purpose is to help clients find their own mojo. Not only do people carry within themselves all the necessary capacities for healing, growth, and making meaning but their mojo also sits inside them, waiting to be asked to spring into action. A good mojo doctor knows how to wake up another person’s mojo. Once you grab hold of your own personal magic or feel grabbed by it, there is little to no need for the doctor. This is true until you again forget where you hid your mojo—then I may need to make another house call.

What I do as I go about each day of my professional clinical practice and teaching career is directed by what I learned from the original mojo traditions. African traditional practitioners are not called witch doctors except by outside observers. Among the Bushmen, you are called a n/om-kxao, whereas the Zulu, the largest ethnic tribe in southern Africa, respectfully address you as a sangoma. I am both, but that is not the end of my calling cards. I have also been initiated and given the official status of a traditional practitioner in other cultures around the world, including the ancient samurai tradition of seiki jutsu in Japan, where I was pronounced the successor and custodian of its teaching by its most revered elder practitioner, Ikuko Osumi, sensei. Among the Guarani Indians of the Amazon, the shamans regard me as a grandfather shaman who receives the holy songs and dreams of their spiritual tradition. The traditional healers of Bali accept me as a fellow practitioner, while in Mexico I am called a curandero and nagual by folk healers and a prophet by priests in Oaxaca. In Louisiana, my closest colleagues regard me as a therapist who works with the help of spirit, whether defined as the creative spirit or the holy spirit.

Not only do people carry within themselves all the necessary capacities for healing, growth, and making meaning but their mojo also sits inside them, waiting to be asked to spring into action.

I have walked side by side with many mojo doctors in healing traditions throughout the world and have learned that all masterful practitioners share the understanding that what matters most in helping people to change cannot be fully understood. It is a great mystery. A mojo doctor is someone who helps dispense mystery. There is know-how and wisdom in its handling, but its complexity is beyond all understanding. Mojo doctors simply serve the ways mystery is able to transform people.

What does it really mean to be called a mojo doctor? There is no easy answer to this awkward question. It certainly does mean something, but it is beyond our ability to adequately articulate. It has less to do with appearance than presence. You won’t ever see me walking down the street wearing a loincloth or a Japanese robe, or carrying a spear or a wand of feathers. You also won’t hear me shouting strange sounds in a séance. Well, you might hear me make some unexpected sounds, but it will blend into whatever is happening on the therapeutic stage where you happen to find me performing my shtick.

As you will see, we do not have to go to war with the experiences that trouble us. We can instead harness them and make them work for us in a positive way. Pulling this off requires some good mojo.

In my previous book, The Bushman Way of Tracking God, I told the story of how I accidentally became a holder of old practices that have been an accepted part of other cultures for thousands of years. I learned that so-called witch doctors, shamans, and mojo doctors of past and present were largely the psychotherapists, counselors, spiritual coaches, and practical consultants for their people. You went to them to sort out your life challenges and to get yourself back on track with a revitalized sense of purpose. They helped you fulfill your life mission and destiny.

In this regard, I am an old-time mojo doctor—one who knows how to handle witching and bewitching the spells that come on people. I learned this from elders all over the world. They taught me how to handle symptoms, problems, and suffering other than by medicating, punishing, or exorcising them. As you will see, we do not have to go to war with the experiences that trouble us. We can instead harness them and make them work for us in a positive way. Pulling this off requires some good mojo. I’ll have plenty more to say about this.

My practice and teaching take place in some of the poorest places in America—the small towns near the Mississippi River Delta. There, I have the great pleasure of witnessing people’s lives magically changing in the same ways as those in villages in the most remote corners of the Earth, and all through the experience of an extraordinarily inspired creative moment that touches us in a magical way. Mojo is still alive here, and I carry some of it in my belly and in my heart.

Mojo Opens Us Up to Transformation

It’s important not to take mojo and witch doctoring too seriously. Please know that it does not have to be the least bit scary. At its best, it is simply old-fashioned heart medicine based upon the workings of creativity, laughter, and love. Strong mojo is fun and sometimes funny. I once was talking to a group at a dinner party and explained that a witch doctor was only strong and effective if she was kind and full of joy. One of the household residents, a bright fourteen-year-old, added her opinion: “Does that mean that a witch doctor is the opposite of a bitch doctor?” We all laughed, though she had made an excellent point.

The emotionally cold and overly rational delivery of help, whether as a medical intervention or a counselor’s practical advice, may too easily become bitchy if it is conveyed too seriously, scientifically, or professionally, shutting down playful, creative interaction. On the other hand, soft, warm, humorous, and loving encounters open us to natural transformation and growth, bringing the best we have to creatively offer one another.

Mojo charms you to lighten up and open the door to the sweet spot of your heart, where you find the healing, meaning, and growth you desire. It’s been said many times and in many ways that your heart holds all the treasure, talent, hope, joy, and guidance that you require. This is where you find your personal mojo—your cool essence, natural-born gifts, and vital life force. A mojo doctor helps you find the inspirational light and inner might that can waken and strengthen your life.

When someone treats another person without love, the medicine is weak because the absence of love too easily inspires fear, and brings on a darkness that blinds and shuts us down. We lose sight of our heart. The most effective mojo doctors exercise the strongest love: they empower relationship by embracing all sides, perspectives, and attitudes, even when it is contradictory. They help you find yourself by taking you on a journey to reclaim your origin—your beginning place in the heart of your heart.

Never forget that the greatest mystery is love. Its effect on people is as miraculous as watching a flower bloom for the first time. Love is a mojo that shines, opens, blossoms, and cross-pollinates. It is contagious and it spreads, sending a wildfire from heart to heart within families and across neighborhoods and communities. It delivers the beacon that helps you walk the line toward your unique destiny. When things get you down, whether they are rooted to economic, social, physical, or relational distress, know that you don’t need a pill. You need some good mojo, a return to your truest inner source. Only it can lift you up, show you the way, and carry you across troubled waters.

An Invitation

This book is an invitation to a new form of personal healing. Conventional therapy and counseling have been rendered ineffective by their utter lack of mojo, and the time has come for us to invite real magic into our lives. Most of the overly simplistic, pseudoscientific superstitions of our time are derived from the professions of psychology and psychiatry. They too often limit what we hope to achieve; they lead us away from the unexplainable, awesome experiences that hold the power to transform us.

Rather than ignore the teachings that have been fine-tuned by other healing cultures for thousands of years, I am asking you to notice that you have more options and choices than you ever imagined. Whether you are suffering from pain or yearning for joy, know that mojo is the bridge that carries you to the other side of what you envision. Only it can inspire, mobilize, and actualize your most significant dreams. Say no to psychobabble and shout yes to mojo action. Venture toward the widespread heavenly gates of glorious transformation and run like crazy to get away from any shrunken door that takes you inside a psychotherapy clinic.

I hereby declare myself a rebel—a revolutionary who calls for the end of the mental health professions. I am taking my stand for mojo. I am a mojo doctor who dispenses magic. Step right up and let’s dance with the gods! Let’s open ourselves to letting the spirit move us. No diagnosis, no drugs, and no hospitalization. I’m here to help you find your mojo, dreams, inner gifts, love medicine, ultimate meaning, and destiny.

Explaining problems alone doesn’t fix them; it just gives reason to continue the suffering. That’s why mojo is preferable to psychological explanation. It asks you to do something unexpected and out of the box. It hands you a new creative way of being in your situation and draws upon multicultural, proven ways of mobilizing your own inner magic. You go to a mojo doctor to get a prescription for change and receive an experience that is not ordinary. Nothing less can deliver the outcome you seek.

If you are a therapist, you must find your own unique way to access mojo to be truly effective in your practice. Without it, you will only be recycling clichés and psychological recipes that lose their efficacy faster than the speed of sound. However, in spite of any professional training that turned your attention away from the very mojo you need, there is still hope. You are part of an ancient healing practice that is older than today’s professional guilds. If you stop doing most of what you think you should be professionally doing, a space will be cleared for mojo. Ask for it, and it will come—but prepare a space so there is room for you to notice its arrival.

If you are seeking personal healing, know that the only thing that can help you is mojo. It lies within your deepest being and it is all around you—in your home, neighborhood, work, and play. You are lucky if you find a mojo doctor who can help you uncover your own magic and encourage you to not be distracted by all the voices that ask you to turn away from everyday enchantment and wonder. On the other hand, you don’t really need anyone to make you any mojo; you already have it. Your job is to ask for it to come forth and be more engaged with your daily life. You, too, have to clear a space so there is room for it to show up. Quiet your own psychobabble and start acting with the expectation that real mojo can totally transform your life.

How to Use This Book

When nothing else works and people search for alternatives to solve their personal problems and suffering, guess who sometimes gets the call? I’m one of those eccentric characters that therapy clinics contact when they are stuck with a clinical case. Though I pose as a therapist, I arrive at the emergency scene as a secret mojo doctor. And I want to invite you inside my work, allowing you to experience real examples of how I work with patients and other therapists by using means that are largely invisible to others.

Although the names and personal facts of identity are altered, the stories I am going to share throughout this book actually took place in a clinic, therapy institute, consultation center, or clinical teaching classroom. My work is filmed (with clients’ permission) to use their stories to help teach others how it is possible to find healing and growth in whatever troubled situations may arrive at a person’s front door. I will include excerpts from the transcriptions of what was actually said in these sessions to help bring it back to life. I will also comment on what was going on behind the scenes, particularly as it concerns how mojo took part in the action.

My hope is that you will see that magical objects do not land in our world to simply entertain us as if they were part of a freak show at a gee-whiz spiritual carnival. They come to serve as a helping hand in our work with people who suffer. This is true for all mojo. If it’s only used to send you into a spiritual high, it isn’t really mojo. It’s only a little brain squirt, not a whole universe big bang. Mojo is more than an entertaining libation. It is the transformative fuel that helps a therapist fly with a client. It inspires the magic flight that takes you to a creative spirit-filled sky where therapeutic sunshine, clouds, wind, lightning, and precipitation wait to bring forth change.

The Geography of This Book

In the chapters that follow, you will hear about the flying drum and other mojo that has returned to our time and place. More important, stories of how mojo has helped others grow in their daily lives will be shared. Then I will give you prescriptions for bringing the mojo into your life.

Each chapter is organized into these three parts: first, a story about the mojo, how I came to it and what the mojo is; second, a story about the mojo in action; and third, prescriptions for readers to bring the mojo into their life. Along the way I will invite you to step inside the inner workings of how we as human beings are as easily subject to being cured and realigned as we are to getting messed with and mixed up. Mojo, especially when mixed with good humor and a loving spirit, is an extraordinary, magical yeast that lifts our spirits to allow healing, learning, and transformation to take place naturally and effortlessly, sometimes as quickly as the snap of a finger.

My hope is that the flying drum, along with its mojo brothers and sisters, will enter your psyche and take you on a trip that goes all the way to the heart of your soul. There, your own mojo can be awakened to come out and play in your everyday.

The world is filled with mojo, and we need to find it in order to transform the problems and suffering that come our way. I will introduce testimonials about real mojo I have uncovered from all around the world—magical objects and practices that have an authenticated history of healing, transforming, and inspiring. This mojo is mysterious and inexplicable to the rational mind, but it nonetheless has great impact on the lives of those who come into contact with it.

The world is filled with mojo, and we need to find it in order to transform the problems and suffering that come our way.

When I was given the flying drum (a story that I will tell in chapter 1), I knew it would stimulate others to ask many questions about whether the drum actually flies in the same way a crow flies in the sky. Does it fly to our mind when a shaman does transformative work? Is it the shaman or mojo doctor who sets in motion a visionary flight? Is this a flight of the mind? Asked differently, is the mind drumming up a flight, or is the drum flying our mind? Similar questions rocked the academic world during the late 1960s and early 1970s, when anthropologist and writer Carlos Castañeda claimed he met a Yaqui shaman who could fly. While philosophical journals pondered the question, does Don Juan fly?, Joyce Carol Oates came closest to the complexity and mystery of the truth about flying shamans and flying drums—or anything else—with her words: “Everyone writes fiction to some extent, but most write it without having the slightest idea that they are doing so.”

I have experienced ordinary things as extraordinary and extraordinary things as ordinary. And so have you from time to time. When our world flips back and forth between ordinary and extraordinary, reality and fantasy, fantasy–reality and reality–fantasy, among other turnings, we feel a movement that inspires a greater truth than that held by any particular settling point. Holding a drum that is purported to fly ignites this motion and sets our creative imagination on fire. It did the day I was introduced to the drum, and it continues every time I see a client who needs movement in his life.

The mojo presented here involves more than a mind-blowing encounter. It came into our world primarily to help those in need. Whether it is a flying drum, a dancing doll, a vanishing pot, a magical drawing, a samurai pillow, a mystery book, or an Amazonian feather wand, the mojo objects presented are shown making a house call to social service agencies, university clinics, and psychotherapy centers to help transform people’s lives. We will take a peek at how the old ways of healing can infiltrate and direct the course of therapeutic help for everyday people. I have spent a career bridging the ancient healing traditions and the modern practice of therapy. You will see how a modern mojo doctor is able to bring movement and change to people whose lives are stuck in existential quicksand. But there’s more.

The stories presented about mojo are themselves a kind of mojo and can be regarded as seeds of magic to be planted in your mind. The same is true for the reported cases about how a magical object has influenced healing and transformation. These stories and examples provide the preparatory ground for prescribing how you can bring mojo into your life and how it can navigate your everyday.

In addition, the prescriptions in each chapter are not token exercises but specific ways of cooking up some magic in your life. They are designed to be out of the reach of your habitual understanding and are sometimes purposefully designed to run counter to what you think is rational. This helps them get past your conscious know-it-all mind and slip into the deeper regions of your more creative unconscious, the source of your greatest talents and gifts. When you carry out a prescribed task, be unattached to any need for explanation. Giving up the need to know in order to do something unexpected provides a clearing for mojo’s arrival. The power of these prescriptions is awakened when you actually carry them out and allow your imagination to spring forth.

Mojo is available to everyone, and it is found everywhere in the world, from ancient ruins to your own backyard. I invite you to take notice of how the world awaits your becoming more enchanted and entranced by it. You are embarking on a remarkable journey that introduces you to a treasure chest of magical experiences specially prepared to bring authentic mojo into your daily life.



1
DRUMS OF THUNDER

After decades of learning from traditional medicine people, witch doctors, healers, and spiritual teachers from all over the world, I finally woke up one day to realize that I had become one of them. I even imagined being teased by my grandfather, who might shout down from the heavens, “You’re now a silly old mojo man.”

The absurdity of all this hit me rather dramatically when I was living with the Bushmen of the Kalahari. Over a decade ago, I woke up in the middle of the night hearing the deep sound of a pride of lions near my tent. As I trembled with awe at that raw experience of the African wild, I surprisingly amused myself by silently commenting, “I need a break from The Lion King. It’s time to go see another Broadway show. I really need a vacation.” When I remembered that the Copenhagen Jazz Festival would soon be taking place, I headed out of the bush and went straight to Europe.

Within a week, I was no longer in a tent but checking into the Grand Hotel Copenhagen on Vesterbrogade, situated in the center of Copenhagen. Built in 1890, it is bordered by Tivoli Gardens and Central Station. I went there with the hope of having a real break from all matters spiritual and anything involving mojo. The very first morning, I went to the breakfast table with my appetite set on devouring a plate of sweet Danish pastries. That was the only ambition I had for the start of day, followed by full immersion in jazz until the nighttime, when there would be nothing to interfere with the lively pursuit of cheer accompanied by local beer.

After the second sweet roll at the breakfast table, I started to feel a bit dizzy. I stood and wondered whether I would faint. At first I hypothesized that I had received a sugar overdose, but I had not eaten that many danishes. I then recognized that I was going into a realm of experience that mojo doctors are familiar with. Something from the world of mystery was beckoning me to go on a spiritual hunt. I knew it, but I didn’t want to believe it. I had come to play and be away from all that inexplicable madness. But a person has little choice or influence regarding when, where, and how mojo will take place and what it will bring. It just happens out of the clear blue.

And happen it did under a beautiful blue sky in Copenhagen at the opening of another jazz festival. I surrendered to that unrequested state of mind and allowed my body to be moved down a cobblestone street. I just started walking without consciously knowing where I was going, though I knew exactly where to aim. Down the street I walked like a zombie. I had no expression on my face other than a stoic sense of purpose.

After strolling for a while, I saw some old stone steps on the left side of the street leading to an old shop that was partly below the ground. I knew this was the source of the homing signal that had drawn me into the morning walkabout. I went down the stairs, knocked, and tried to open the door, but it was locked. I looked through the window and saw an older couple in the store. They were having quite a discussion, most likely about whether to open the door. The white-haired man came to the door and shouted something at me. I said I spoke English and that made things worse: his face turned red. He became even more visibly upset and began yelling something about my not being welcome. He didn’t want anyone there that morning and wished I’d go away.

As he did this, his wife started talking back to him and came to the door. “I’m sorry. My husband is very irritable, and he doesn’t like people. I try to keep him away from the shop, but today he insisted on coming in with me. Please come on in and pay no attention to him. You are welcome to look around.”

I carefully peeked in to make sure the coast was clear. When I stepped into that old shop, it was difficult to discern what was around me. The lighting was quite dim, and the place was packed with so much stuff that at first I wasn’t able to recognize any particular item. When things came into focus, I realized I was facing the most amazing collection of Inuit art I’d ever seen in my life. It mostly came from East Greenland, a region so isolated by big ice that until the late 1800s no outsiders knew there were any people living there.

I looked at the carvings and art and tried not to be distracted by the old man’s curiosity about me. He finally came up and apologized for his rude greeting. He asked what I did for a living, and I decided to be blunt and tell him that I worked with mojo. Seriously, I said, “I do whatever the world of mystery tells me to do.” I explained how I sometimes had visionary dreams and that I would follow them. The dreams were not the kind of psychological drama that could be subjected to interpretation. I heard phone numbers, saw geographical maps, and sometimes received instruction as to where I needed to travel. That’s how I had been led to elders around the world who were masters of diverse cultural ways of working with mojo. I then said I came to Copenhagen to have a little break from all that.

I expected him to go off on another rant, but he listened carefully and slowly selected his words. “I know this sort of thing is true because it has often happened to me. Ever since I was a young man, I started having dreams that showed me a magical object. I was then given the address of where I could find it. At first I was skeptical, but then I decided I had nothing to lose. So I went to the address I had recently seen in a dream, knocked on the door, and asked the woman who answered if she knew anything about the object. To my surprise, she said she owned it and had just decided that she wanted to sell it.”

The shop owner paused and leaned slightly forward to see how I was taking the story. I was delighted and could not help but show it because I had met a kindred spirit—another dreamer who was led to specified addresses in a visionary way. He went on, “You see, everything in this store was found that way. I created an amazing collection of East Greenland Inuit art and artifacts because I went looking for the objects that came to me when I was asleep.”

I told him that his story was amazing but I could accept its truth. He was no longer the sour personality who didn’t want to open the door a couple hours before. He now appeared thrilled to have found someone who understood and validated the secret of his life. I thought he would continue with his story, but he surprised me by suddenly ending the conversation.

He loudly announced, “Come back tomorrow morning. I want to show you something.” He escorted me to the door, and it was then that I realized I was no longer dizzy. I did successfully manage to explore the jazz-filled streets of Copenhagen and relish the music, food, and beer, while wondering what the next morning’s adventure would bring.

That night I had a vision. I dreamed that I met an Inuit man who said he was the son of Knud Rasmussen, the polar explorer and anthropologist who has been called the father of Eskimology. I didn’t recall knowing about Rasmussen prior to that dream, but I researched him as soon as I could get to a library. In the dream, the man said that Rasmussen had fallen in love with an Inuit woman on one of his expeditions and that the Inuit man was their secret son. That was the vision. I had no idea what it meant.

The next morning, I met the old man at his shop, and he took me to his office in the back. On his desk was something that almost covered half the width of the desktop and was wrapped in an old, cream-colored cloth. Without saying a word, he unwrapped the item and picked it up. It was an old shaman’s drum.

“This is the first drum ever collected from East Greenland. The first expedition there was conducted in 1886 by the explorer Gustav Holm. He was the first person outside of the Inuit to reach Anmagsalik in the ice-bound coastal waters of the East Greenland coast. There, his expedition met one of the greatest shamans of Inuit culture, whose name was Migssuarnianga.”

He held up a full page from an old newspaper, the Illustrated London News, that had the headline “1886 Danish Expedition Coast Greenland Gustav Holm.” I looked closely at the top left drawing, and there was a drum sitting next to a man I assumed was Migssuarnianga. The shopkeeper then showed me how the expedition account of the drum had been handwritten and placed inside the drum.

I would later learn that the shaman he was talking about had a magic drum that was reported to come to life during his ceremonies. As Gustav Holm described it in his diary, Ethnological Sketch of the Angmagsalik Eskimo: “The drum now started into motion, dancing first slowly, then with ever increasing speed, and mounted slowly up to the ceiling.” Years after Holm’s report, Migssuarnianga’s son was interviewed on his deathbed by Rasmussen, who gave more specifics regarding what happened with Migssuarnianga’s drum when it woke up during a ceremony. His account was published in Rasmussen’s book Myter og Sagn fra Grønland, I:

The magic drum placed beside him had come alive and sounded as though a thousand spirits were beating on it.

When the drum touched his heel, it was as though the first white of dawn rose out of the night. He could see dimly in the dark. Later, when it touched his hip, the day itself came. Darkness did not exist for him in the night. His eyes cut through everything.

But when the evening finally came when the drum was led, as though by invisible hands, to stand trembling, with the drum skin singing, on his shoulder, the sun shone with all its light in front of his sight, and all the countries of the Earth were gathered in a circle in front of him. All distances and all remoteness ceased to exist.

Migssuarnianga had become all-knowing, and had gathered the whole world within himself.

I didn’t learn these things about Migssuarnianga until after that second morning in the shop. I all but ran afterward to the National Museum of Denmark, where I was allowed to read the early expedition reports of Gustav Holm and Knud Rasmussen. As I tried to find out more historical information about the drum, I recalled over and over again the first moment my eyes gazed upon the sacred instrument. I had immediately felt its importance even before I knew that it had been the sacred mojo of one of the greatest shamans in all history.

That morning the old man at the shop handed me the drum and said, “This is your drum. It now belongs to you. The National Museum has wanted it for years, but the drum will suffocate if it lives with them. Please take it. I know you are now its custodian.”

My heart nearly stopped, for I knew this drum might change the course of my life. I didn’t know how, but it was one of those gut feelings that was stirred by authentic mojo. There was more on the table than the drum. A medicine bag with all its original medicine contents sat there. It also had belonged to Migssuarnianga. His beads of protection were there as well. Everything was handed over to me. Speechless, I held them for several moments until I could find a way to say my thanks.

That’s the story of how I met the flying drum, collected in 1888 by Gustav Holm who inspired Rasmussen who, in turn, learned about its original owner from Migssuarnianga’s son in his final moments. I went home with the drum and the accompanying medicine items and soon discovered that its mojo had come back to the world, but not as any hocus-pocus of New Age shamans and workshop trained healers. It came into the world of today’s truest form of authentic shaman—the counselors, social workers, and therapists who are at the front line of addressing people’s struggles and suffering.

On the day I received the flying drum, I introduced myself to the curator of Inuit culture at the National Museum. Still haunted by my dream, I asked him whether Rasmussen had fathered an Inuit boy. He replied, “How do you know about that?” I obviously did not tell him I had dreamed it, so I said I had simply heard a rumor. He subsequently gave me access to the museum archive that included Rasmussen’s records and books, but he made no further comment on the subject of interest.

I found out that during his long expeditions to the Arctic, Rasmussen had fallen in love with a North American Inuit woman named Arn, whom people called his Eskimo wife. Yes, she gave birth to his son, sometime between 1921 and 1922. Rasmussen was at the birth, and he held his son and named him, though his notes never recorded it.

Rasmussen lived a double life, one with an Inuit wife and another with a Danish wife whose family was one of his financial backers. To protect himself from scandal, he falsely wrote that the child had another father. Rasmussen was a famous man whose expeditions had been compared to those of Lewis and Clark, and he did not want to risk his reputation for a long life of exile in the Arctic. He and Arn decided to give the child away to another couple who ended up raising him in Nome, Alaska. It is said that he, the man I dreamed about, lived as a hunter in the Arctic. The word is that he was alive when I had the dream. I wonder whether he was a shaman with a flying drum.

Mojo enables us to cross back and forth over the boundary between the ordinary and extraordinary, and in so doing, our dreams are made real while the everyday becomes enchanted.

Rasmussen lived in two worlds just like the shamans he met. Though he believed he had to finally leave one world to return to his European home, the Inuit elders he became friends with lived their whole lives going back and forth between realities. They had the mojo that enabled them to venture far into unknown territory and then to return safely, over and over again. They did it with the help of mojo, whether it was in the form of a flying drum, a singing canoe, or a whistling wind. Mojo enables us to cross back and forth over the boundary between the ordinary and extraordinary, and in so doing, our dreams are made real while the everyday becomes enchanted.

I am not sure I fully understand why a vision told me about Rasmussen’s secret or why I received the flying drum. What I know is that the mojo from the unexpected mystery that took place in Copenhagen has helped people who have come to see me in therapy; that is the fruit of its magic. It helps heal others and does so without anyone knowing a thing about its presence. Mojo is like that; it is not important to flaunt it about. Just use it and help others, doing so with an open, loving heart.

Magic Drumming

The flying drum from the Arctic lives in my soul. From time to time, it comes to life and brings an inspiration regarding how another person might be helped. It brings rhythms that lift my spirit, and it pours spontaneity into my encounters with others. It sometimes invites me to notice how another drum awaits the honor of bringing transformative magic into the life of someone needing an upbeat intervention.

At a university clinic in the South, a mother brought her seven-year-old son, David, to therapy because he was afraid of thunder. I don’t mean that he simply called his mommy to his room when it thundered during a storm. Sometimes he went berserk whenever he heard thunder and was so uncontrollable that everyone around him was concerned. Most of the time thunder made him physically ill. He’d get nauseated and think he was going to throw up. The only thing that would help him was going to sleep next to his mother in her bed.

I was invited to see the family by the university clinic director. The room had a one-way mirror so other therapists could sit and watch the session in a room behind the mirror, which is typically the setup for a teaching clinic. A group of graduate students and faculty wanted to observe how I would handle the case. Mom, David, and Tom, his eleven-year-old brother, had been meeting with Susan, their assigned therapist, for several weeks before I was introduced to them.

I heard the family describe how their life revolved around watching the television news each morning and night to see what kind of storm might be on the horizon. If there was a forecast of rain, David would get all worked up, turn sad and even depressed, then experience severe stomach pains. Whenever Mom would ask David what was wrong during one of these episodes, he’d say, “I’m sad about Dad.”

In the first moments of our meeting, I learned that all this began after a terrible tragedy took place in the family. David had been riding in a car with his dad and his grandparents. It was a stormy night, and the sky was filled with thunder and lightning. In that storm, the car skidded off the highway and crashed into a tree—his father and grandparents were killed. David was the only survivor. Ever since that time, David’s life was organized by the weather. If he heard it was going to storm, he became symptomatic by getting either agitated or sad or sick. It always resulted in his cuddling up with his mom. Nothing else seemed to help.

As I heard this story, I felt the wind of the flying drum come into the room. That’s how mojo sometimes works. With a slight wind, the drum arrived and whispered something into my ear. It is not something others usually hear or feel, but that is probably because they aren’t paying attention. This time the flying drum said, “Look at the corner.” I turned away from the family and looked at the corner. There sat some bongo drums along with some other toys. With that inspiration, I sprang into action, pointed to the drums, and asked David a question, “Do you like to play drums?”

David, who had been staring at the floor, looked up and replied with a matter-of-fact voice, “Yes.”

I responded like an excited child to see if I could throw an ember of enthusiasm onto the idea. “Oh boy, let’s talk about that.” Expecting David to join me, it was his mom who immediately piped right in, “Yes, that’s true. He likes to play the drums.”

Knowing it was important to acknowledge all her good intentions and motherhood, I turned to her and spoke as a therapist. “By the way, Mom, I’d like to extend my congratulations to you. You’re doing a great job with your son. You’ve got a good mom, don’t you, David?”

“Uh-huh,” he replied on cue.

“Why, thank you,” Mom said with a smile that also indicated I could proceed with her full support.

“Your mom is great. She has steered you through many storms. Given the storms that have come up in this family’s life, I’m sure it has been surprising to see what these storms can bring to each of you. But you also know that the sun does come out from time to time. You’ve had some good moments when you’ve learned some interesting things.”

I then paused for a moment to prepare them for the direction I wanted to move them toward, the movement toward the drum. This is what the flying drum suggested. I was sure of it because I felt it in the special way that mojo doctors feel these things. I spoke slowly: “Now I’m wondering whether you have been discovering anything about drumming.”

“Uh-huh,” David answered without any delay.

“Do you have a drum at home?”

“I wish,” he snapped back.

Wanting to reassure Mom that everything was fine and that I was not pointing out any problem, I threw in verbal praise that expressed what I felt about them. “I like the way you are with each other. I like the kind of happiness and joy you can express. That’s a good thing — especially in a weird room like this with that dark mirror.”

We all started laughing because the room was clinical and, like most clinical rooms, it looked and felt like one. The one-way mirror was dark as if it were a portal to another universe. On the other side was the unseen dark space where other beings were observing what takes place in the lives of a real-life family. In other words, it was not an everyday place for having a conversation about the intimate details of your personal life.

I returned to the direction of the drum. “So, no drum at home.”

“All I got is a guitar.”

“Do you think you might get lucky and get a drum?”

“Maybe.”

I turned to his mom and asked, “Would that be a nice graduation present from therapy? What about getting a drum for David?”

David was so excited about the prospect of getting a drum that he couldn’t be quiet. “It’d be nice to get a drum for Christmas.”

I continued addressing Mom and the whole family. “It could also be a special present to help you remember the good times you had here. Do you know what a big drum really sounds like? It can make a big sound. Sometimes it sounds like thunder.”

I paused before advancing the next idea that would take us into the world of mojo. Clearing my throat and with a slight change in vocal pitch, I announced, “I am reminded of something I should tell you about. There are places in the world where people play the drum as a way of trying to make it rain. Did you know that?”

Susan, their therapist joined in. “You’ve heard of rain dances, haven’t you?”

I quickly picked up on her question. “Have you heard of a rain dance? People will dance with the hope of making it rain.”

I picked up the bongos that had been sitting in the corner of the room and proceeded to play them quite energetically, going into what an astute observer would notice is a slight trance-like state. I was performing mojo, using the same rhythms I use when I am at an African ceremony, and conjuring the same vital force and presence of spirit that always pulses through my body. In front of their eyes, I altered how I was in the room. But I did so without saying what was happening. I was, for reasons that serve their comfort and trust, only pretending to mimic what the drumming for a rain dance might be like. But I called the mojo into our session.

This progress made the flying drum happy. In my mind’s eye, I could see that it was flying and fully lit with a luminescent glow all around its oval shape. It made me wonder whether the moon was dancing in the room. The drumstick was hitting the rim of the drum, rather than the skin, as it did over a hundred years ago. This was no ordinary drumstick. It was made from a special wooden branch found by the first owner of the drum. The shaman, Migssuarnianga, carved the end of the stick to be the face of his spirit helper. He even drew a sketch on a piece of paper of what this spirit looked like to him. I have that image as well—it has the face of something that resembles a seal. It is alive when the drum flies. I have seen the spirit, and it was with us that moment.

At the moment when the flying drum takes over, my work is essentially done. I just have to keep my rational mind out of the way and remain a vessel so that the unexplainable mojo can do its job.

As I played the bongos in the room, my eyes closed so I could see the movement of the flying drum. It had fully come to life, and as it mysteriously played, it inspired me to play my drum. What the family heard was orchestrated by the drumming of the flying drum, but again, all of this was a secret. At the moment when the flying drum takes over, my work is essentially done. I just have to keep my rational mind out of the way and remain a vessel so that the unexplainable mojo can do its job. I handed the session over to the flying drum.

No one knew this. However, the therapist sitting with me said she felt something different in the room, but she called it energy. If Susan were religiously inspired, she might have said that spirit had entered the room, as many therapists I work with say. The observers from behind the one-way mirror also sensed this energetic shift but did not feel the impact as strongly as Susan did. I know this is true because I occasionally bring observing therapists into the room to feel the difference, and they sometimes see a luminescent glow. Whether felt, seen, or heard, something shifts in our experience when mojo enters the scene. The room comes to life. It turns into a holy ceremonial ground—a place for helping people transform the compost of their life into a revitalized garden. This alchemical gardening is initiated whenever a mojo doctor calls the mojo forth. I did so with the drumming, and the clinical atmosphere was sizzling.
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Mojo underlies the expression of
creativity, charisma, life force energy,
and the special uniqueness that
empowers everyday life.

7}; Flying Drum chronicles the true stories of
real mojo—magical objects and practices from
around the globe that have an authenticated
history of healing, transformation, and inspira-
tion. Whether it is a flying drum, dancing doll,
vanishing pot, magical drawing, Samurai pillow,
mystery book, or Amazonian feather, the mojo
of ancient heart-medicine can appear at anytime
and anywhere to help reshape people’s lives and
heal their souls.

Therapist and mojo doctor Bradford Keeney
takes you through the extraordinary discovery of
these sacred objects, from an Inuit flying drum
that helps a child cope with the death of his
father to a Native American vanishing clay pot
that gives strength to a woman living with cancer.
Keeney offers specific prescriptions for embrac-
ing and tapping into the treasure these sacred
objects possess to experience transformation in
your own life.
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