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INTRODUCTION

Journey in Unknown Lands


None by traveling over known lands can find out the unknown.

WILLIAM BLAKE, ALL RELIGIONS ARE ONE




This is a book about spiritual growth. The primary spiritual path I know through personal experience is the one called “shamanism.” This is based on the actualization and merger of the human self with the animal self, resulting in the coming-to-consciousness of the dream self or individual spirit. A shaman is anyone of any culture who experiences their animal self as a being as complete and important as their conscious or human self. This is why the universal symbol of the shaman is the half-animal and half-human pictograph.

From the warm-blooded animals we gain our heart—mammals take care of their young, partner, and form communities—and the ability to dream. Reptiles don’t emotionally bond or dream; from them we gain our raw survival and reproductive instincts. Our physical body takes after a particular animal so that our traits resemble that animal. Our physical appearance, instincts, and approach to life resemble our animal—Bear, Wolf, Deer, Rabbit, Crow, Owl, Hawk. Even in rather ordinary conversations we characterize people by their resemblance to animals. A lot of people even identify with an animal, but the crucial shift occurs when the human self recognizes its co-walker animal self in dreamtime.

In his seminal work on shamanism, cultural historian Mircea Eliade noted (1964, 94): “In a considerable number of myths and legends all over the world the hero is carried into the beyond by an animal.” This can be a real event and it always does occur in alternate reality or the depths of dreamtime. In conventional society, alternate reality is looked upon as Legend; dreamtime as a weak alternative to normal reality. This book wasn’t written for people with those belief systems. The animal self erupts into our world through dreamtime, from an untrodden internal wilderness.

Modern religion, East and West, does not generally address the animal self. This aspect of our psyche is largely ignored in the modern interpretation of life in the Abrahamic religions of the West and the transcendental religions of the East—with some exceptions. Ironically, the story of Abraham himself centers on the actualization of his Ram animal self on Moriah—mountain of “vision and provision.” The actualization of the animal self is addressed in the authentic occult traditions of the West. This is the surviving shamanic tradition in the dominant society.

According to the testimony of the shamans, dreamtime and the Spirit World are the same—the place of “vision and provision” in the story of Abraham. The development of spiritual life requires the actualization of the animal self, which otherwise actually serves as the teeth-bared guardian of that world—waiting for the time to arrive when we are integrated and developed enough to survive the jolt into the hyperspace of the Spirit World. Sense comes from the animal world, whether it be on the physical or spiritual plane.

This is also a book about the medicinal plants that can help us in our spiritual life or shamanic journey. Because shamans work with the Forces of Nature, these plants usually are linked to such a force. “When a plant looks like an animal or is used by an animal,” it is linked to that animal, which represents one of the Forces of Nature: “that is called a spirit signature and those plants are stronger than the others.”* Like the warm-blooded animals themselves, these plants possess an innate link to the Spirit World.

Animism

A necessary foundation for the shamanic perspective is the experience of Nature as a living, conscious being. This is called animism in anthropology and is a characteristic of nearly all Indigenous and premodern societies. It was the common experience or belief in Western culture until the rise of the modern scientific paradigm in the seventeenth century and it has not completely died out among people in that culture, though their thoughts and feelings about this are not held in respect; one is “not supposed to think that way.”

The word anima derives from the Latin, meaning “wind, air, a current of air; breath; the vital principle, life, or soul.” Because of the connection to life, it also is the root of the words “animal” and “animated.” The term for the “Living Nature” or “World Soul” in Latin was—still is—anima mundi. In The Death of Nature (1980), historian of science Carolyn Merchant traces the transition from a living to a dead Nature in Western culture, showing that this occurred in the seventeenth century, and was due to the rise of the scientific paradigm. It was strongly resisted by the Churches—Catholic and Protestant.

The traditional geocentric cosmology, which ruled supreme until Galileo, was innately animist because it placed the Earth at the center of a series of influential entities identified with the planets and stars. Earth was alive, receiving the influence of these celestial bodies, and we, her inhabitants, were subject to these fluctuating influences. The seven planets were identical to the seven principal gods of the ancient pagans. Their influences were not diminished, but they were no longer to be worshipped or looked upon as rivals of the Supreme Being.

The cosmology of the geocentric Earth included the four elements: earth, water, air, and fire. These are identical to the three states of chemical matter (solid, liquid, gas) and the combustible state. The word elementum is a Latin term referring to the four elements specifically; only later was it identified with the elements of Mendeleev’s periodic table. One wishes science would not redefine words used in a different manner in an earlier time period but introduce new terms.

In the premodern perspective, the four elements are not simply material, like the states of chemical matter, but living. According to the usual definition, the fire element corresponds to consciousness, air to intelligence (including animal intelligence), water to vitality or life itself, and earth to the mineral state, which corresponds to existence itself. The four elements in this regard also correspond to the four kingdoms of Nature: human (conscious, ensouled), animal (intelligent), plant (vital), and mineral (material).

According to another layout, fire represents the animal, characterized by movement and related to the fact that animals are personifications of the Forces of Nature. From this perspective, air represents the human, analytical principle and the self-consciousness associated with it. The anima mundi embraces all these attributes and consequently it is conscious, vital, ensouled, and intelligent.

The Soul World is controlled by the “laws of Nature” and even the “law of karma.” All humans are bound together in that world, so that if we hurt another it comes back upon us. This extends down the evolutionary scale, so to speak. In an animist world we can disturb or hurt animals, plants, and maybe even minerals. If we have a good heart we would not want to hurt anyone and we would not want to hurt the Living Nature. If we have a nasty heart, we are going to find that the hurt is going to come back upon us and we are going to have to experience it as fully as did our victim before us—because all is continuous in that world; there are no walls of separation. This may not happen until after death, when the wall between us and the world around us will dissolve. All that is necessary to enter and live in the animist world, therefore, is an open heart and the self-responsibility to face any karma we have generated.

If Nature is alive, then how can we feel anything but love and respect for our Mother, the Living Nature? We would want to include her in our major decisions about life—individually, socially, ethically, environmentally. We would want her permission before undertaking ventures that would markedly influence the lineaments of that world. This is part of the American Indian perspective: we need to ask permission of Earth before undertaking large enterprises. I call her “Earth” because she is a being; not “the earth.” The usual expression is “Mother Earth,” without “the,” showing that even in conventional speech she is still treated like a living being! I also capitalize the names of plants and animals because I want them to be considered “people,” comparable to ourselves.

The Living Nature is also the Soul World, the natural home of the individual soul. It is a dimension of mutual feeling or empathetic connectedness. Tradition is very clear in identifying our three parts: body, soul, and spirit. The soul is not the physical body and not the individual spirit or essential self, but a being of heart and feelings. Through the body, the soul is associated with mortality; through the spirit, it touches immortality.

The existence of this world was at one time self-evident. I would maintain that it is still self-evident to the soul, but Western people train themselves not to feel or believe in it. From the research of my late friend Susan Yerigan and myself, we believe this awareness of the Soul World as a whole would normally be a natural realization that occurs as childhood draws to an end, just before puberty. This is when the individual soul is becoming self-aware—of itself and the World Soul. Both of us remember experiencing the realization that “Nature is alive” when we were about eleven.

The Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen is a fairy tale about this moment of challenge and change in human life. Little Kai and Gerda are fast childhood friends, but a hobgoblin makes a mirror in which everything is seen with a jaundiced and cynical eye. He and his associates take the mirror up into the sky to look at the angels, but the higher they go and the more they laugh, the more it shakes until it falls and shatters. Tiny bits and pieces blow all over the world, into people’s eyes and hearts. One falls into the eye of Kai and he is taken away by the Snow Queen to the land of snow and ice. Little Gerda has to follow him there and remove the fleck before they can be returned to friendship.

The Wisdom of Nature

The Soul World touches us primarily in two ways: one through love and the other through wisdom. We have already discussed the empathic, soul, or heart connection, but not the special kind of wisdom associated with this world.

There are two kinds of wisdom. One is derived from living a good-hearted, successful life. With time we learn how to be a better person, coming from the heart—also to remove ourselves from a situation where our heart would be vulnerable or even where our soul could be damaged. We might call this the “wisdom of life.”

The other kind of wisdom derives from observing and learning about the underlying patterns or archetypes of Nature in all her myriad expressions and forms, independent of the issues of soul and heart. Within the forests and fields of Nature we see the animals, who themselves represent the Forces of Nature, and the plants, representing archetypal powers and medicines. Looking up into the heavens, we see the stars and planets, which represent the primal movers and forces of the cosmos. Through the “doctrine of correspondence” there is a relationship between the above and the below, so that what happens in the heavens is reflected on earth. Others say that the celestial bodies emanate little rays, or perhaps harmonious songs, that control our lives here on Earth. I used to think the idea that there were little rays emanating from the planets was tedious and ridiculous—silly me, later I found out that this kind of relationship also exists.

We do not need to know anything about the astrological powers or the singing of the spheres to accumulate this kind of knowledge. It can be known directly through the plants, animals, and minerals. The traditional name for it in Western philosophy and theology is the “Wisdom of Nature,” or natura sophia.

Sophia was the old Greek name for wisdom and—fortunately for Western peoples, both as Jews and Christians—she was not looked upon as a goddess but more as a type, emblem, or symbol, like the Statue of Liberty. Wisdom was highly valued in Greek, Jewish, and non-Jewish Middle Eastern spirituality, and later in the Abrahamic religions that descended from the search for wisdom—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. In the Septaguint, the earliest Greek translation of the Tanahk, the Hebrew Bible, the word sophia was used to translate the Hebrew chokmah, “wisdom.” Chokmah/Sophia came to be personified in the Wisdom Books of the Hebrew Bible; for example, in the Book of Proverbs (9:1) it is said that her temple has seven pillars. The prophet Jeremiah complained about the worship of the Queen of Heaven before the fall of Jerusalem in 597 BCE. Sophia, the North American Star Woman, and the Queen of Heaven are variations on the same theme of archetypal wisdom or Nature Wisdom.

Sophia was therefore highly esteemed among the pagan Greeks, Jews, early Christians, and other people of the Mediterranean and Near East. Eventually, she was identified with theological wisdom as well. Finally, the Christian Roman Emperors named their central cathedral in Constantinople for her: the Hagia Sophia. Down through the centuries, the relationship of Sophia to the Christian Trinity remained somewhat uncertain, however, and she is still somewhat mistrusted—where she is known at all. A remarkable fictional account of Sophia—considering that the theology is closer to that of modern Evangelical Christianity—was penned by William P. Young in The Shack (2007). Here she represents wisdom gained from life experience.

Before this constellation of associations crystallized, there were earlier “incarnations” of Sophia, some of which had an influence on her Judeo-Christian persona. The visible representation in our world of the archetypal realm is the starry sky. This was personified as the Egyptian goddess Neith, stretched across the sky with the stars in her body. Athena was a version of Neith adopted by the Greek city, according to her early historians. Athena is certainly a goddess of wisdom. Meanwhile, some characteristics of Neith were incorporated into the emerging goddess Isis. She was associated with the hidden soul of Nature, for which reason she was shown as veiled—a characteristic later picked up by Sophia. There are also analogies between Sophia and Hathor, Queen of the Heavens, but the latter is not veiled. Indeed, Neith is pictured as naked, stretched across the sky, her body covered with the stars.

We can see quite clearly the analogy between Sophia and the North American Star Woman. In Native America it is said that Star Woman descended from above—the birds of the air circling around her as she descended—until her foot landed on the back of Grandfather Turtle. The little water creatures were bringing up bits of mud to create the earth on the back of Turtle. When Star Woman stepped upon this inchoate surface, she impressed her stars or archetypes on it to make the individual types of the mineral, plant, animal, and human worlds.

I refer to “Grandfather Turtle” because that is how he introduced himself to me—see the account related to Gravel Root (chap. 6). My friend Sondra Boyd, a Tsalagi (Cherokee) medicine woman, preferred the term “First Turtle” or “Original Turtle,” not liking to sex a primal being. However, I decided to go with the vision that was presented to me; it was powerful and engraved upon my soul.

Since Star Woman impressed her essences upon Grandfather Turtle he has been, forever afterward, associated with the Wisdom of Nature because he is the receptacle of the archetypes comprising Mother Nature. It is this knowledge that is the basis of the Language of Nature, the School of Nature, the Green Tongue, or Shamanic Speech. Turtle is the main stem from which the mammalian life-wave arose out of the reptilian, according to evolutionary biologists. Turtle is rightly be seen as the foundation of our world—in mythology, Earth is pictured supported on the back of an enormous Turtle.

Because Nature is directed by the forces of creation, following archetypal lines of expression and cosmic law, she is amenable to our understanding—especially through the intuition, the faculty that perceives patterns and wholes. Intuitive thinking was the basis for the development of the geocentric model of the four elements of Mother Earth. This is a beautiful and harmonious method of thinking and knowing that makes our sojourn in Mother Nature an even more enjoyable experience.

The Wisdom of Nature is extremely important for generating common concepts and terminology for discussion of experiences along the road of shamanism—or any spiritual path, for that matter—because there is no way to describe the spiritual world except by analogy. This is why Jesus continually spoke in parables and analogies about the “kingdom of heaven”; there was no way to describe his spiritual experience in ordinary language. Ironically, his followers don’t get why this is the case and insist upon using ordinary speech to persuade themselves that they understand the alternative reality he was describing. Jesus used similes and contrasts from peasant life, because this was his milieu, rather than the animals and plants of Nature. But all of this constitutes the “Language of Nature” and the “Speech of Nature,” and it is important to learn to think by analogy, inference, and contrast, instead of in rational, materialistic terms. The ability to speak this way was traditionally associated with the expression of the spirit.

Wisdom is encoded into every leaf and stone, paw and footprint. It is also found in what Eliade called “myths and legends.” On this path we have many stories that inspire us, while others cannot be understood until we have experienced the inner reality conveyed by the story. Still others simply amuse us on what can so often be thought of as a long and dreary path. These are traditionally called “shaman stories.” Nature is constructed to make us more complete, well-rounded individuals, both in this world and in the world to come. This Earth Wisdom, built into the fabric of the Living Nature, is an important part of the journey.

The Old, Old Path

The path of the shaman takes us beyond our “native dimension.” It is not a comfortable path and it is not for everyone. It is available only to those who have the calling. If you are reading this book, you have had the calling. If you hadn’t, you’d find this book unbelievable or boring.

Once I saw the shaman’s path in the forest—there were leaves covering it, several years deep. It was barely discernible. A voice said, “That’s the Old, Old Path that almost nobody follows today.”

The shamanic path implies the existence of a world different from the one everybody is used to. It can only be described by parable, inference, and comparison. We look down and see the faint markings of the trail on the surface of Earth and from Earth we learn to see the mysteries in the heavens above. So there are actually three worlds: above, middle, and lower. J. R. R. Tolkien revived the archaic term “Middle Earth” for the world we live in, between the Heavenly and the Underworld or Netherworld. In 1648 the alchemist Thomas Vaughan wrote (1968, 52):



Your fate is written by an unseen hand,

But his Three Books with the Three Worlds shall stand.





The Soul World is always close to us but the Spirit World is far away. It is available to us only through dreamtime or other types of alternative reality, so it is effectively an unknown and unseen world. This is why the universal experience of the spiritual voyageur at the moment of the birth of the spirit self is the perception of total darkness, representing the sensory non-awareness we had in the Spirit World previous to that time. Don Juan called it the “black world” or “netherworld” (Castaneda 1985, 293; 1993, 45). The ancient Maya called it the “Black Dreaming Place” (Gillette 1997, 40).

When Castaneda had his first vision of the “black world,” don Juan commented that this was the first time he had actually moved over from normal human perception to alternate reality (1985, 293). And that was after years of hallucinations on drugs and elaborate shamanic training. Castaneda was a sort of “Everyman of Western Culture” and a burden of disbelief weighed heavily upon him. But he opened a door.

The Whispering of the Spirit

The spirit is that which knows the truth. It is, therefore, the ground and guarantor of truth. When we know truth, our individual spirit is active. This level of experience occurs much less frequently than body and soul awareness. It is therefore something we should welcome on the rare opportunities we have to experience it.

What is spirit? Are we talking about our own individual spirit? The spirit that moves the entire universe? The divine spirit? The spirit land, where “the spirits” live? The spirit of an animal or plant? Ultimately, if we are honest with ourselves, we have to admit that spirit is a mystery we don’t know. The Native American words for spirit, like manitou or wakan, mean both “mystery” and “spirit” at once. Even the Bible (John 3:8) agrees:


The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.



Unlike the translators of the Bible, I don’t capitalize the word “spirit” myself. It is hard to define anything that pertains to the spirit; the difference between the universal spirit and the individual is not well defined in most languages and cultures. It is traditional to capitalize Soul World but not soul, so I also capitalize “Spirit World” because it is a place—but that is the exception to my choice.

The spirit has been present with us from the moment of our birth, trying to steer our life in a positive direction. However, we are born so far from the spirit that we hardly notice or hear the little voice. It takes courage to follow what it says because it opposes the entropy of self-centered human culture. Any time we do experience and stand up for inner truth, the spirit has won a battle and we inch toward the day when we will be hardwired into the Spirit World.

The spirit has always cared for the human heart/soul. The moment we recognize the existence of the Soul World, we also become aware of the spirit. Why? Because that is a moment of truth. We have to believe in the reality of the Soul World; if we don’t, we destroy our connection to soul, spirit, and truth. But that is only the beginning of the path. Until a full commitment is made, the soul is easily misled and confused, so the spirit cannot consider the soul to be a reliable partner or recipient of its message. It sends its messages, but poor little soul does not know what to make of these smoke signals and often dismisses them as mere opinions.

The spirit is always whispering to us and this whisper is like a constant IV drip telling us what would be good to do if we want to walk the good path and lead a good life. All this arrives in terms of the inner knowing of truth because that is the only language the spirit speaks. Basically, inner truth is not a language many people speak.

I use the simile of an IV drip because it is like we are stuck in triage in a spiritual hospital, virtually unconscious, on a drip line that’s keeping us spiritually alive. We are just barely conscious of the spiritual voice. The IV drip is like the trail of breadcrumbs Hansel and Gretel followed in the woods. Once we are aware of it and dedicated to it, we are driven along it to survive. If we turn around or wander away, we’ll end up cooked in the witch’s oven.

All human beings have the opportunity to hear and respond to the whisper. Not all do, but it is with us throughout life, giving us guidance. It is not an easy job to follow that voice: we human souls are innately simple, naive, gullible, wavering, and uncertain.

Another characteristic of the spirit is freedom. It hates bondage. That’s why we are so far from it. We are creatures of bondage: to falsehood, delusion, egotism, power, fear, and biological imperatives. The spirit never tries to force the soul to accept the truth or itself. That would end free will and be a form of abuse. Instead, the spirit conspires to set up situations where the person can only choose inner truth. Usually, a person’s back is against the wall when he or she has to make the decision to join his or her will to the spirit.

Although the spirit respects the free will of the individual completely, it wants us to surrender that free will totally. We might think this means the spirit wants us to be its slave. Actually, that path doesn’t really work. If we slavishly follow the spirit, we will suffer deprivation of our personal, soulful desires and lose the instinct to enjoy life and love. We will not want to live. Therefore, there has to be a bargaining—and even a fighting—for personal needs, in which the individual soul justifies its personal desires and learns that the spirit will tolerate enough independence to make life enjoyable. Following this procedure, we become the partner and co-creator with the spirit, combining our funny little human foibles and desires with the most powerful force in the universe. The combination of the spiritual will with the personal will and the imagination is the origin of magic.

The whispering of the spirit is suited to life in time and space. It shows us that we are watched over, taken care of, and able to actualize our lives while we remain fully immersed in our native dimension. It leads to a unification of the personal spirit with the soul. Rudolf Steiner called this amalgamation the “soul-and-spirit,” while Carl Jung named it the “Self.” This combination is the basis for what is usually meant by “spirituality” and “spiritual life” in Western culture. Whether beyond us or within us, the spirit continues to roam free, unhindered by “our dimension,” because the spirit is otherworldly by nature.

The Land of the Dead

The Christian West habitually confuses the Underworld with hell. In the Hebrew Bible, Sheol is the abode of the dead, translated into Greek as Hades. This is a place of life-unmaking, not necessarily of punishment. By comparison, Gehenna is the place of punishment in the Hebrew Bible, rabbinical literature, and the sayings of Jesus. The King James Version (KJV) of the Bible incorrectly translates both Sheol and Gehenna as “hell,” showing that it is indeed a “version” and not an accurate translation. So the shaman has been tarred and feathered with the sooty pigment of the Devil.

After we die, the Lords of Death grab hold of us and we are forced to confront our deeds, fears, and accomplishments. The Underworld is therefore a place of purification for the soul, not a pit of damnation. If we don’t want to cooperate with the creation and Creator, or the other inhabitants of the Soul World, we are given the opportunity to become an eternal being living in self-awareness cut off from the All-Life. Then we are exiled to the Outer Darkness. This constitutes an act of grace on the part of Creator, because otherwise the individual soul would have to be dissolved into nothingness. The grace is that the ego can continue to exist, even though it is cut off from the Soul World and the Spirit World. This is the path of the hungry ghost, always craving something it cannot have.

In the Underworld the Lords of Death hold us until we give up struggling and accept who we are and what we have done. There is no pity to be found in the process of uncovering the truth. Don Juan called this the “place of no pity.” It is a hard road and the one we are on at first, as a shaman’s apprentice or a dead person walking the paths of Hades. As we let go of our baggage and are attracted to a positive spiritual momentum, we spend less and less time in the place of no pity.

In his commentaries on Castaneda, Théun Mares (1998) notes that if we don’t yet have true spiritual seership or awareness in dreamtime, then we can use the place of no pity to reveal truth and make fundamental changes. This is because the place of no pity is associated with dying, while vision and dream come directly from spiritual life.

There is some reason why the Underworld is mistaken for hell, and the Lord of the Underworld for the Devil. It is not just an overly zealous Christian moralism. In order to reach the Spirit World, we need to meet and pass the Guardian of the Threshold. This being is the personification of all that we fear. It is our personal Devil, forged in the depths of our unconscious, composed of all the things we fear or have been programmed to believe are bad. It takes years to save up enough energy and courage to face this entity. Then we find that it is not really the Devil after all. Jung (who had read of the Guardian in occult literature) called it the “shadow.”

The shadow is the opposite of Freud’s “superego,” which is the projection of all that we think of as good. In our naivete, we only perceive our projections of the Devil and God and mistake them for the “real guys.” If you seek Creator this side of the veil of dream and the land of legend, you will be disappointed.

The Spirit World has two faces. The first one is the dark world, presided over by the Lord of the Underworld. That is the world we see as we approach. This is because we are so filled with the darkness of the world we came from that we cannot see anything else. That darkness is the part of us that must die in the great life-unmaking in order to experience the light of the Spirit World. There is no one better suited to bring that darkness to our attention than the Lord of the Underworld. That is his job. He manifests the darkness within us, forces us to confront it, and—if it is delusory—he and his servants break the darkness down into raw, undifferentiated “soul stuff” that can be recycled. However, those parts of our soul that are conjoined with the spirit pass the great threshing floor of death and remain part of the eternal self we are building.

The Lord of the Underworld is also known as the Keeper of the Animals or the Lord of the Hunt. He is the master of the Forces of Nature, which are embodied in the animals; therefore of the ultimate spiritual genomes, totems, or species of the Animal Kingdom. Each type of animal represents a force of Nature. We have to learn to assimilate the animal power inside of us in order to be complete beings. We have to understand it, adopt it, and incarnate it without egoic attachment or rejection. We also have to assimilate the human, which is no less complicated.

In the old days, while people still felt his presence, the hunter prayed to the Lord of the Hunt for game. Right now, when the socioeconomic underpinning of the world is in disarray, in this period of transition, he is more active. All who are not doing their spiritual work, not confronting the darkness within them, have an unwilling appointment with the Lord of the Hunt.

In near-death experiences, many people report that they see their lives flash before them. That is the beginning of the “recapitulation” of life-experience that occurs after death. They also report a light, but they will eventually meet the total darkness of the Underworld and be subject to that total darkness, alone, until every fear and content comes to the surface. The path of the shaman is to recapitulate while still in the body and to meet the total darkness of the Lord of the Underworld. These pages harbor several accounts of that meeting.

The Faery Realm

The dark face of the Underworld is what we see when we approach the Spirit World. The light face is what we see on the other side of the darkness. This is the realm of the consort of the Lord of the Underworld, the Faery Queen. Now we see a new light; the faeries are sometimes called “the Shining Ones.” Don Juan called them the “inorganic beings,” while anthropologist Timothy Knab’s shamanic mentors referred to them as “those who are not our brothers.” Susan described them as the “tumblers”—the all-possible-combinations-of-existence that fall into place whenever anything in the manifest universe is created. This may be a realm of light but it is even less safe than where we were in the darkness.

Folklore points out several reasons why it is dangerous to go into the faery realm. The first one is that the tumblers are always moving. Therefore, the doorway into that world is never the same as it was the moment we came in. It is, therefore, easier to get caught in that world than to emerge from it intact. That is the basis of the ancient taboos about going to the Faery Realm. This is a danger that never goes away until we reach a kind of peace with that world. This too occurs in alternate reality or dreamtime. When we dream of the March of the Faeries or the Faery Throne Room, or some presentation of the tumblers falling into order, we are free from this spiritual tornado power sucking at us.

A second danger is that the tumblers can perceive our deepest needs and wishes because they are in fact the instruments that created them in the first place. We could call their dominion “the world where all-wishes-come-true.” This is why they unashamedly cater to us, as don Juan said. By accepting gifts that cater to our weaknesses, they gain power over us and we can’t leave their dominion. We want to accept the gifts that are good and appropriate for us.

From our perspective, it seems as if the faeries want to offer us a gift—this is a universal folk tale, which is reflected in sources ranging from traditional folk ballads to Carlos Castaneda. The gift is so well chosen, so suited to our personal—even our spiritual—needs that it is impossible to reject unless we have both spiritual perception of the truth and enough stamina to resist for long enough. If we can’t resist this Siren’s Song, we will be drawn in, defeated on our journey for spiritual wholeness.

There are some who desire the crazy ride the tumblers provide and they are fulfilled, rather than defeated—the adventure shamans. The unprepared and the weak, the accidental tourists, will be caught in confusion. It is said they will live there in the Faery Realm until the end of time. And yet others will carry on, knowing they missed the boat, but doing their best until the leveling field of death can free them from the situation. It is a risk to make any kind of agreement in that world until after we have experienced the tumblers become orderly.

One of my friends experienced a faery being connect to his heart. He found it very disturbing because of the inhuman, alien, unfamiliar vibe of the consciousness. After attaching to him it said, “Would you like to go back to the way you were before?” He answered, “Yes.” The being responded by attaching itself to him permanently. In the faery realm there is no time or space, so “before” doesn’t mean anything to them. He felt he had “lost his soul.” He had not. It is not a sin to have “faery genes,” that is, energy implantation from the tumblers. Nor is a true spiritual aspirant ever lost, because he or she will persevere no matter what.

The third problem with journeying to the Spirit World is that it is innately impersonal and nonhuman, and therefore takes us away from our heart, our humanity—the human totem, so to speak. One touch of the faeries makes it harder to love and to be human. This lesson is told to us in the lines of an old Irish ballad:




The short cut to the Rosses

The short cut to the Rosses

I’ll ne’er go that way again

Because the time I went that way

The faeries stole my heart

And I’ll never love again.







Traditional ballads are a trove of shamanic knowledge. This particular ballad is so totally true; you know that it is if you yourself have been through the same ordeal. From the short cut to the Rosses onward, you are going to have to fight to be a human. On the other hand, it is quite possible to tread the Old, Old Path and not have an experience with the faeries that has this side effect. Susan had never had this experience, but I have.

We also realize on meeting the faeries for the first time that they are omnipotent in their world and they could capture us or destroy us down to the last atom of our identity (since they are determinants of identity). This causes us to have an existential fear of them. But we also gain an existential confidence after we have met them. We now know that there is a different world, that we are spiritual beings, that there is a spiritual purpose to life. One is genetically changed (genes are a lower-octave representation of the tumblers). But one leaves the ordinary world behind and cannot explain this to anyone who has not had the experience. It is not because we have now had experiences that sound too fantastic to be believed; it is because we have had the experience of a completely nonhuman, nonorganic type of existence. Part of what reconnects us back to humanity is speech, and this is why we should have been learning and practicing, up to now, the Speech of Nature.

Because the “genes” from the faeries are nonhuman, they change the spiritual laws that govern interactions with people who have not had the faery experience. It is “against the law” to try to force people to have these experiences. Forcefulness twists the participant. It is also not kosher to give advice about human psychological situations because one does not share the same perspective. If it sounds like I am describing how a person on the autism spectrum deals with the world—well, that would be a good analogy. From the human psychiatric perspective, it may even be an explanation.

Another group are the people who have had the experience, have magical things to say, but do it in an inappropriate, forceful manner. This means some sort of doubt or egoic expression adhered to them when they tumbled in the other world. The thrashing around they engage in, trying to convince us of this or that, is a sad state of affairs. The term for this is “fallen initiate.” The fact is, however, that all of us require some time for spiritual knowledge to “settle in,” and we all experience this state to some degree or another. So we are all “fallen initiates.”

We must remember that our natural home is the Soul World. That is the realm of the heart. We are beings of soul and anywhere else in the universe we find ourselves is going to feel onerous because it is preventing us from fulfilling our destiny as human beings.

The faeries do not identify with individuality the way we do. They have more of a hive mentality. They are the tumblers that click, not the click; we are the click, the thing, the creature.

Unfortunately, our culture has turned the tumblers into quaint fantasies. In reality, lucid dreaming can be shockingly powerful and we are on faery turf when we are there, where they are omnipotent. We, on the other hand, have no power other than that inculcated into our souls by our own spiritual discipline, or lack thereof, so that when we meet them, we are prepared as can be. We have no reference points for interaction with the Spirit World other than shaman stories that we have internalized. I chronicled the seven great shaman stories corresponding to the seven rungs on the shamanic ladder in my book Seven Guideposts on the Spiritual Path: Shamanism in Genesis (2021b). The old folk ballads are another set of shaman stories. So are traditional “fairy tales.” If we put in our homework, these kind of stories will bubble up into dreamtime and we will have intense otherworldly experiences.

Just as the Lord of the Hunt is the ruler of the animals, the Queen is the ruler of the plants. In this regard she is called the Green Woman—and she often appears green or flowery. The English alchemist Thomas Vaughan called her “Thalia” (ever-in-bloom).

Physical plants are related to the faery folk the same way physical animals are related to the animal totems. The animals drag us to their master, the Lord of the Underworld, which requires our death and purification, but the plants (and not just the hallucinogens) can bring us directly into the Spirit World without purification. They are inherently dangerous. (Most of our modern drugs are made from venoms and plants that have been synthesized: Snake + Plant + Human; the tree of the knowledge of good and evil). Therefore, plants must be approached with care.

The closer we are to our world, the more human the faeries appear to us, but they are never fully human. On the other hand, the further we are into their world, the more nonhuman they appear. Don Juan described them as filaments of light. Since I can’t move my attention as far into their world as he or Castaneda could, I have only once ever seen them this way and even then my mind anthropomorphized them—the phrase “hair of the faeries” came to my mind when I saw these filaments of light.

The consciousness of the most ancient plants is more elemental, reflecting stone, water, air, or warmth and light. With the advent of the flowering plants, we enter a new world. Until that time, the insects were minor participants in life, but all of a sudden they were needed as pollinators for the flowers. In some art, the Faery Queen is shown clothed in plant and insect parts. It is strange that these illustrations appear to depict fantasies when in fact they reflect reality. The hivelike qualities of the Faery World are reflected in the insect world.

The Lord of the Animals is the darkness of sleep while the Lady is the light of dreamtime. Blobs of unactualized psychological content deepen the unconsciousness of our sleep, while freedom from these contents allows greater consciousness in dreamtime. But sleep is a mixture of the two. The Lady is symbolically represented by Mother Nature, while the Lord is associated with the Underworld—sleep and death. Adam slept, while Eve (“Life”) came into existence.

For the ancient Mayans, the Lord of the Underworld was the paramount spiritual being and ruler of the world. He was represented in their society by the shaman king, whose animal representative was—still is—the Black Jaguar. This cultural world extended north into the modern-day Four Corners region of North America. According to Martine Prechtel, there are three jaguars in the shaman stories of Central America: Black Jaguar, Flowery Jaguar, and the Tawny Panther. The latter is the one whose job it is in the outer world to trim out the sick and injured animals.

The journey beyond the Soul Realm into the Faery Spirit World is rough and hard. As I sit and write, I am not writing an advertisement for a superior or even inferior spiritual path, but merely chronicling the Old, Old Path. Also, we are transitioning into the fifth world and a lot of this shamanic stuff will be part of the culture of the new Earth.

Human Nature

It is important that we study everything we confront in the world—or worlds—if we want to gain spiritual understanding. This includes human nature itself. A lot of what we attribute to human nature is actually inherited from the Animal Kingdom, particularly the warm-blooded crowd. The cold-blooded animals do not sleep or dream and they don’t have an emotional heart. They don’t take care of their young; they just dump the eggs and leave. They don’t form lasting relationships and they don’t hunt in packs—fortunately. The warm-blooded animals, on the other hand, take care of their young. The earliest ones were the marsupials, whose pouch is a literal representation of the warmth of true parenting. The mammals often form partnerships for a season or a lifetime and often cooperate in communities and hunt in packs. Birds are also warm-blooded—this is why we see them in the wintertime—and they too take care of their young. In this case, it is the nest that is the symbol of parenting and family life. They often form partnerships, sometimes for life, and some of them have complex community lives that are not easy for us to understand. Others are solitary. So the heart came before humanity.

Just about the only thing we have that birds and animals do not is self-consciousness and the ability to separate ourselves from the rest of creation and make our own rules. That’s not necessarily a good thing.

But this gives us some control over our minds, and that gives us the ability to self-analyze, to stop the images in our brain and examine them, to reflect upon our experience and even ourselves. We can even train our minds to grasp and see the images that flit through them before they get away. Carl Jung called this “active imagination.” Blake differentiated between self-generated images and those that came fresh and original from the unknown. The former he called “fantasy,” the latter “imagination.”

The animals touch the Spirit World through dreamtime. They have never lost this connection, but they also cannot reflect back upon it or upon their own status. We, on the other hand, enter Paradise through both dreamtime and the imagination. The former is said to be the basis of the Old, Old Path; the latter of the “New Way.”

There is an old Chinese expression: “On Earth, thoughts; in Heaven, images.” Images are prior to words. We interpret images into words. “A face might launch a thousand ships, but a description of a face is unlikely ever to induce a single boat to raise sail” (Hedsel 1999, 12).

From the shamanic standpoint, true imagination is the “outpost” of dreamtime in the conscious world. It gives us a second route of access to the Spirit World. Animals can see images in their minds but can’t control them. We can barely control them either, but through practice we can learn to watch what images enter and leave our awareness. We can learn to differentiate between fantasy (images that are not based on reality) and imagination (images that stem from some original, authentic experience of body, soul, or spirit). True imagination is spiritual seership and it is always fresh and new, like true art, coming into our mind from sources across the gardens of time and space.

We can choose what thoughts or images we wish to entertain in our minds. We can fill our time with fantasies or we can await the imagination to bring us new things from outside of ourselves. We can choose images that are beautiful or deformed, kind or mean, loving or hateful, that increase or decrease self-awareness.

For the poet William Blake (1757–1827), the Imagination, God, and Man are continuous. In The Laocoon he writes: “The Eternal Body of Man is The Imagination. God himself, that is, The Divine Body” (Blake 1982, 273). A Vision of The Last Judgment (1810) is the document in which Blake gives his most extended view of Imagination, which he contrasts with allegory, or storytelling based on memory rather than Imagination. For Blake, “The Last Judgment is an Overwhelming of Bad Art & Science” that occurs “when all those are Cast away who trouble Religion with Questions concerning Good & Evil or Eating of the Tree of those Knowledges or Reasonings which hinder the Vision of God.” It is not “Fable or Allegory but Vision.” Blake is aware of common criticism of Imagination. “Fable is Allegory but what Critics call The Fable is Vision itself.” The distinction ought to be made “for the Sake of Eternal Life,” for the “Imagination is the World of Eternity . . . into which we shall all go after the death of the Vegetated body” (Blake 1982, 565, 554–555).

Blake gives an explanation that fits the premise of our shamanic herbal (1982, 555):


The Nature of Visionary Fancy or Imagination is very little Known & the Eternal nature & permanence of its ever Existent Images is considerd as less permanent than the things of Vegetative & Generative Nature yet the Oak dies as well as the Lettuce but Its Eternal Image & Individuality never dies.



For Blake, the Imagination is what makes us quintessentially human. To the extent that we see the humanity in others we manifest our own humanity. So, being human is a matter of “seeing human.” Blake would say that we bear the human image. Going further, Blake identified the human image, the imagination, with the Divine. That led him to coin the expression that lies at the center of his theology: “Jesus the Divine Human Imagination.” Jesus did a pretty good job of personifying the magnanimous potential of humanity and describing the Spirit World, the “Kingdom of Heaven,” in the imagination, so for Blake he also personified the imagination. Jesus described and initiated a New Way of imagination, as compared to its more difficult predecessssor, the Old, Old Way of dreamtime. Born to the trade of herbalism, I prefer “Nature’s Open Book,” inscribed almost invisibly on the floor of the great forest where our animal kin tread. But there are villages and cities, noisy, teaming in unconsciousness, so the path of the human totem is not so easy to follow either.

We have the free will to be magnanimous, expressing our humanity in the best possible way, or in the worst. We can also waste the opportunity we have in a human body, in the Earth environment we have been gifted with, consuming time and space. These are assets that could really be used to assist the evolution of human beings.

Most people are afraid to dedicate themselves irretrievably to good or evil; they just want to live unconsciously off the fat of the land. Western civilization, which was being spread across the Earth as if it were a superior form of human life, is fast destroying the Earth, and is now seemingly consuming itself. The name for white man in Dakota is wasichu, “eater of the fat.” This won’t last very much longer; we live in a time of accounting and transformation.

The path of human nature is based on empathy for others: being kind and good and thoughtful. We find this tendency to strive toward a better, higher vision of oneself and of humanity in general in all the great religions of the world. Through the imagination we see what is better and we see ourselves becoming better people. This is the New Way, as compared (not opposed) to the Old, Old Path. It is the path of humanity today, whereas shamanism is a path that is more and more rarely trod. It is more important to have a loving heart than to journey to the Spirit World.

There are at least seven traits that are essential to human nature: self-consciousness, free will, speech, the expanding heart, imagination, intuition, and inspiration. Through (1) self-consciousness we learn to reflect on our experiences and to self-examine. Through (2) free will we choose our path. In (3) speech there is a great mystery because speech weaves together disparate strands to become new arrangements of energy and character. In this it imitates or—better yet—actually manifests the character of the spirit. This is why speech is connected to magic. As we have seen, (4) the heart is crucial to our humanity (even if it comes from the animals). So is (5) imagination, as we bear the human image. Intuition (6) is crucial to the development of our wisdom and understanding of where we are in creation. All true learning is (7) inspired: we say a good teacher “inspires her students.” The root of the word “inspiration” indicates that all true learning comes from the influx of the spirit and that it is as necessary as the inspiration of the breath. These seven parts of us reflect the seven mysteries that rule creation and evolution.

Individuality

In order to fulfill human nature, we need to examine and learn about ourselves and express who we really are as individuals. In addition to being Nature-based and dreamtime-based, shamanism is centered in the individual. It does not espouse a system of beliefs but advocates methods and stories for personal development. It encourages individuality through interaction with the Living Nature and the spirit. It does not inherently conflict with established religion or belief systems because it does not seek to predetermine what a person will discover on their path. Shamanism promotes personal experience, self-awareness, independence of thought, and self-responsibility. These characteristics are integral to true spiritual life, along with compassion, humility, and an uncompromising focus on the achievement of positive outcomes for all.

This brings us to the first true flaw in the shamanic system: it does not necessarily build community. The shaman very often feels—and is—isolated from society. Mircea Eliade, in the second chapter of Shamanism, described the characteristic profile of the shamanic neophyte: he or she is called as an individual, away from his or her society, to wrestle with personal spiritual matters. This often involves physical, emotional, or mental challenges, often taking the individual all the way to psychological or physical death and rebirth. Then the shaman returns to society bearing gifts from another dimension.

Individuality and community might be considered eighth and ninth characteristics of human nature, but I believe they belong to the heart, which senses individuality in itself and others yet also needs belongingness and community.

The second flaw in the shamanic system is much more serious. Shamanism is conducive to the development of the “Dark Arts,” which are terribly destructive to the individual and the community. We need to be very clear about this from the beginning. The modern conceit is that there is no real good and evil, either because there is no God or ultimate reality or indelible moral code, or because God is all-forgiving, or simply because it is rude to talk about something that might embarrass somebody. Modern education has taught the people to believe that their self-generated fantasies of truth are as good as any other, as if there were no ultimate truth.

If there is no ultimate truth, then there are no ultimates—God, Mother Nature, the Soul World, the spirit. The Harvard School of Divinity recently appointed an atheist as the head of the spiritual counseling section—to the general applause of the modern, materialist, secular humanist world.

At the same time that the modern mind denies the existence of imponderables such as soul and spirit, there is a widespread indulgence in unexamined emotionalism. If there is no ultimate truth, then there is no ultimate responsibility, and if that is the case, there is no reason not to indulge our petty and vindictive feelings. This is highly visible in the socially popular ideas of our time.

Meanwhile, there has been a proliferation of the practice of “witchcraft.” People like to think of themselves as “witches” because it sounds romantic or powerful. A lot of the herb books appearing nowadays have the word in their title. But self-indulgence in unexamined fantasies and power trips weakens the soul. I call these people “petty witches.” But they can do a little bit of evil. They are gods who think they can determine the fate of others through psychic manipulation. I’ve run up against these people.

Since thoughts and feelings do have power on the psychological and spiritual planes—even when they are not acknowledged—this means that the practice of “petty witchcraft” or projecting negative thoughts on other people is widespread. In fact, we are all doing this all the time. Many of the people who say truth is relative practice “petty witchcraft,” casting spells and attacking their emotional and intellectual foes. This is much more prevalent today in the dominant culture than it was when I was young. (Or maybe I am more sensitive now?)

“Petty witches” have not run across the true witches, the terrible “witches-in-dreamtime” who laugh at psychic manipulation. Their method is to alter us in our imagination and dream—on a level where most people are unconscious. It is harder to reach into the dreams of an unconscious person, so those who are in danger are those who are just becoming awake to dreamtime.

Petty manipulations of other people have to be forgivable mistakes, as far as the spirit is concerned—or God, if you will, or Mother Nature, the Soul World herself—because we all do this. But we all need to wake up and accept that we are petty, worthless individuals in the face of the eternal spirit. Many petty perpetrators do not seem ready to awaken from their “Deadly Dreams of Good & Evil,” as William Blake writes in A Vision of the Last Judgment (1982, 563).

After the death of the body, the soul loses the leverage that kept the person from confronting their emotions, thoughts, and actions. The conglomeration that was once a living being is pulled apart by the Lords of the Dead—alligators and death-raptors. All that is left is piles of senseless rubble and undifferentiated soul material waiting to be recycled into newly minted souls. That rubble is what don Juan called the “graveyard of sorcerers.”

Dark magic grows out of the opposite of individuality and community. It feeds on personality, ego, and inability to respect the value and free will of others. We cannot be so pointedly naive on the shamanic path as to ignore good and evil. On the other hand, we cannot adhere to artificial moral codes associated with our fears and projections. We have to experience good and evil. So in that respect these petty witches serve a function, although they are not “worthy opponents,” as don Juan called them, but “worthless opponents” and “time-wasters.”

On the path we are going to be tested by much more hideous and skillful savants of the Dark Arts, who will come at us in dreamtime, trying to twist our destinies, not just our feelings. Our instincts, our animal self, must be trained to react immediately; they must not be cluttered over with blobs of worthless, unexamined psychological energy. Other people can believe what they want, but when one becomes conscious in imagination or dreamtime, one’s inner nature is nakedly exposed to the powers that be in that world, including the thoughts, feelings, and dreams of other people, living and non-incarnate. If we seek power or selfish goals, we will be corrupted and destroyed, and never become fully fledged human beings. We will become not only removed from society, but detrimental to it. We will only bear a deformed human image.

On the spiritual path, our primal individual nature bubbles up from esoteric depths and we become who we really are. Our personal moral fiber becomes clear as our responses and actions in imagination and dreamtime bring to the surface our true aims and core attributes. We feel a deep purpose and it drives us to make that purpose happen. This truth is felt by everyone regardless of their religion. A Christian author coined the phrase the “purpose-driven life.” That is the root of individuality.

Shamans frequently work by themselves. They often interact with individuals in their community one by one: perhaps as physical, psychological, or spiritual healers. On the other hand, some work with whole communities. In The Tears of the Ancestors, the Dutch shaman Daan van Kampenhout (2008) took on the estrangement and damage caused—to the living and the dead—by the Nazi fiasco. Working with the dead is also one of the hallmarks of the shaman.

Because the path of the shaman is so individualistic, we need other protocols for community life: religious or spiritual systems that are oriented toward building and maintaining social structure. Because of the spiritual bankruptcy of the secular humanist/industrial/pharmacological complex, combined with the armchair individualism fostered by the cyber world, with the destruction of the old neighborhood-based society, we have very few institutions left that can build community naturally. Even here, where shamanism is poorly outfitted to help, perhaps it can contribute to a better social environment.

In societies in which the shamanic element is recognized as an important part of society, it enters into community events. In the Pueblo cultures of the American Southwest, there are dances and societies closely related to the shamanic impulse. This is also preserved in the Catholic festivals of Mexico and still even in some Mediterranean countries. If modern society ever becomes founded upon authentic spiritual experience, these sorts of community-encouraging events will have to spring up from the imagination. If we survive, perhaps societies of the future will enact festivals, stories, and dances that describe their interpretation of what we went through and failed to do—or perhaps did do—as we irresponsibly endangered ourselves and the whole world.



*Native herbalist Karyn Sanders.
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Shamanism from Siberia to Los Angeles


angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night

ALLEN GINSBERG, HOWL




The word “shaman” was originally used by the Tungus people of central Siberia, adopted by a Christian priest who was having a “spiritual battle” with one of their “shamans,” later adopted into the Russian language, and finally taken up by anthropologists. In Shamans Through Time (2001), Jeremy Narby and Francis Huxley trace the changing conception of what a shaman is in the eyes of Western culture, from witch to madman, to psychologist, to spiritual technician. It was Mircea Eliade’s breakthrough book Shamanism (1964) that finally caught up with the spiritual dimension of the subject.

Originally, the term was applied by anthropologists to spiritual leaders in Siberian cultures involved largely in big-game hunting. Then the same constellation of practices and beliefs were found in North American cultures that were also primarily hunter-gatherer societies—although Native Americans don’t apply the term themselves. The same traits were found throughout the Americas, in urban societies as well as in the jungle, forest, and tundra. The same patterns of thought, associating humans and animals, were discovered in ancient European cave paintings. They were found in Australia, Africa—in fact, everywhere other than modern Western culture.

Western Shamanism: Undying but Ignored

Surely, something that is universal has to exist in Western society as well as everywhere else. Shamanism always existed and continues right under the nose of Western anthropologists. Until recently, it was termed occultism or esotericism. This is the path of Paracelsus, Jacob Boehme, Thomas Vaughan, Paschal Beverly Randolph, Helena Blavatsky, Arthur Edward Waite, Pamela Coleman Smith, Rudolf Steiner, Albert Sidney Raleigh, George Gurdjieff, and P. D. Ouspensky. All teach, in slightly different forms, the doctrine of the three selves and the transformation of consciousness in dreamtime or an alternate consciousness through meeting the animal self.

Let’s take a look at how Steiner describes the animal self and its importance in spiritual development. In Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and Its Attainment, Steiner defines the “astral cloud or aura in which the being is enveloped” as “the whole range of instincts, impulses, desires and passions both of an animal and of a human being” (1947, 199). When this “aura” becomes orderly, a person begins to see animals differently. “Hitherto we had seen only a part of the animal kingdom, its external aspect”; now we begin to see the “higher forms of every creature in the animal kingdom” (Steiner 1947, 201). Steiner makes it clear that the transition to a higher form of spiritual consciousness occurs simultaneously with this change in relationship to the Animal Kingdom. Formerly, we saw a horse, now we see Horse. This surely is not Buddhism, Eastern religion, or Christianity: it is shamanism!

This realization is followed by what Steiner called “anxiety.” This is exactly true—although I would have chosen the word “mortal terror” instead. The warm-blooded animal self (midbrain) brings the reptilian self (back brain) along with it when it comes into consciousness in dreamtime and then into ordinary awareness. The reptilian brain or reptilian self cannot directly perceive the Spirit World and therefore it only knows that “something terrible has happened” that could cause self-annihilation. But this is still only part of the explanation: the animal beings or “Elders” are connected to the faery beings—the “inorganic beings” of Castaneda, and they are terrifying because they are not human or animal or even earthly. They don’t have genetics that we are familiar with.

The anatomical meeting place for the animal self and the human self is in the throat, just below the thyroid. This is the border between the animal (below the neck) and the human (above). Steiner identifies this point as the “throat chakra” and says that the eight upper petals of the chakra are assigned to the human, while the eight lower petals belong to the animal (1947, 135). In his plan, first the human petals are brought to awareness and then the animal petals follow. This would not be the standard method in traditional shamanism, where the animal self often comes to consciousness first. Steiner’s method meets the problem, which we have in some instances, where the animal self comes to dominate over the human. On the other hand, we don’t want to overemphasize the human either.

Steiner’s term for the animal self is “astral body.” The actualization of this body or self is followed, according to Steiner, by the creation of what he calls the “higher self” in How to Know Higher Worlds:

Now, when the gate of the senses is closed during sleep, these other impressions begin to emerge confusedly, and the dreamer becomes aware of experiences in another world. . . .

When the isolated experiences during sleep begin, as described, the moment of birth is approaching for the liberated soul, for she has literally become a new being, developed by the individual within himself, from seed to fruit. . . .

That this higher soul-being should be born during deep sleep will be easily grasped, for . . . the activity of the higher soul, at first so delicate and inconspicuous, can come into evidence. (Steiner 1947, 193, 210, 211)

In addition to the “astral body,” Steiner also speaks of the actualization of the “etheric body.” This is the part of us we feel as vitality. It is intimately connected to our physical body and in fact we can identify it with “body awareness” and “body memory.” It never forgets any powerful impression made upon it, either physical or psychological. When we have an experience in any world, from normal to alternate reality, it makes an impression on the “body memory.” For this reason, the etheric body is used as a repository for experiences learned in alternate reality. As Steiner says (1947, 193): “the etheric body, when developed, brings full knowledge concerning these engraved impressions derived from other worlds.”

Don Juan used this method on Castaneda extensively. In fact, the whole series of books covers the same time period and experiences, but relived from a deeper and deeper awareness in this memory bank. Don Juan called this part of a person the “energy body.” He often caused Castaneda to change into altered reality, where he trained him. When Castaneda later hit that speed bump, he relived the experience in full awareness.

The idea of the PC crowd that Western people, in picking up the shamanic standard, are guilty of “cultural appropriation,” is not only incorrect but insulting to shamanic cultures everywhere. It implies that shamanism is not a universal path but some sort of invention of the individual culture and therefore not founded on enduring spiritual realities. Shamanism is a universal path. The old Western occultists called it the “perennial philosophy” (adopted from Leibniz) or the “Old, Old Path.” It is built into the foundations of Nature, Humanity, and Animality.

From Cosimo de’ Medici to Helena Blavatsky

The basic contours of the occult tradition we follow today derive from a school set up by Cosimo de’ Medici (1389–1464), which still exists in Florence today (Hedsel 1999). Actually, the school would date back to the early fourteenth century, when the tarot cards were developed in northern Italy, but only the images remain to testify to this early layer of the tradition. Cosimo hired Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499) to translate the ancient Corpus Hermeticum and the Platonic dialogues, which were smuggled out of Constantinople shortly before its fall to the Turks in 1457. The Corpus Hermeticum traces back to the Roman period. One of Ficino’s students was Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516), Abbot of Sponheim, the teacher of Paracelsus (Theophrastus von Hohenheim, 1493–1542) and Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486–1535). The former penned numerous medical and occult treatises, which represent a sort of unedited flow of consciousness—according to one of his secretaries, Oporinus, he was usually drunk—while the latter wrote a carefully organized Three Books of Occult Philosophy. The rise of a literature of Western occultism therefore dates to these individuals. Of the two, Paracelsus is vastly more interesting and useful.

Paracelsus’s insights were so important that his ideas about occult matters have not still not completely disappeared from publication. He was an advocate of magia naturale, or “Natural Magic,” which was the use of correspondence and signatures to understand Nature and apply natural relationships to life events. This was “science” at the time—based upon the Living Nature doctrine of the Earth surrounded by nine or ten spheres—and therefore sanctioned by the Church. Paracelsus attributed knowledge to the lumen naturae or Light of Nature, which shone through the creation in the signatures and correspondences. He also believed in the Light of God, which illuminated things beyond Nature.

Paracelsus inspired a lot of people, including Jacob Boehme (1575–1624), who attempted to work his wild ravings into an organized corpus of Nature Wisdom (Natura Sophia) and Divine Wisdom (Theosophia). Boehme needed the Paracelsian terminology to explain his own vision: twice he saw the Merkabah, the Throne of God described by Ezekiel and others. The Nature Wisdom movement, founded largely on Boehme’s work, was popular in German Pietism until the end of the eighteenth century. The major translations into English by William Law await the latter half of that century. One of the readers most strongly influenced by the Law translations was William Blake. Another influence upon him was Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), the “Seer of the North,” who fertilized theology and esotericism with his account of journeys to other dimensions.

Swedenborg was trained as a scientist and it is said that he lived in the last generation when a single individual could master every known scientific field. When he had completed this kind of survey, he turned the scientific method upon the one subject that remained unstudied: himself. He kept a journal of his dreams: these slowly revealed an extensively detailed internal spiritual world that he described like a scientist visiting a foreign country. He called these places “heaven and hell,” although Rudolf Steiner said they were visits to the “akashic records,” the library of the world. I don’t know. Swedenborg’s anonymous writings fascinated late eighteenth-century Europe.

William Blake was one of the persons excited by Swedenborg. He also visited heaven and hell in “Vision,” as he called it. Soon he developed alternative ideas and became critical of Swedenborg’s scientific “voice” and attitude in describing “Vision.” Blake parodied Swedenborg, especially in the book he called The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790).

The statement by Blake at the beginning this book (“None by travelling over known lands can find out the unknown”) was made by a man who lived in London his whole life, save for a few years in a cottage just south of the city. He never traveled over unknown lands—except in “Vision”—but the lands he explored were indeed new.

Swedenborg and Blake are probably the greatest contributors to esoteric literature and tradition in the late Enlightenment era. Swedenborg wrote anonymously and Blake was almost entirely ignored in his own lifetime. Both were well read in Hermeticism, Platonic philosophy, the Hebrew and Greek Bible, and the esoteric worldview. Swedenborg did not attribute any of his knowledge to the Western esoteric tradition or philosophy, though it is known that he studied both. Therefore, he recounts many esoteric doctrines as if they were simply facts he had discovered. This annoyed Blake, as it is likely to annoy anyone versed in Western philosophy and Hermeticism. Despite their direct experience, the two had little influence on the occult tradition, which followed other byways.

The early nineteenth century saw an explosion of self-confidence in the American self-made man as new “liberties” encouraged free speech and thinking. This caused a deterioration in the quality of esoteric education and knowledge. This is a time period when we see the appearance of many half-baked tenets of esotericism making their way into mainstream or sectarian literature, as exampled in Mitch Horowitz’s Occult America (2009) or D. Michael Quinn’s Early Mormonism and the Magic Worldview (1987).

One of the most interesting and important of the American occultists was Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825–1875). Although he originated in America—a light-skinned Afro-American—he traveled the world, was friends with kings, politicians, and occultists—and was especially close with Hargrave Jennings, the prime mover in English occultism in the middle of the nineteenth century. His occultism is conveyed in his writings without a shade of protest about his humble, disadvantaged origins, without a digression on the terrifying issues ripping his nation apart.

As a free man of color traveling both north and south of the Mason-Dixon line in a time when anyone with a dark complexion could be enslaved if they couldn’t present the right papers, the reader cannot help but wonder how Randolph managed to avoid trouble. He was also a black man advocating sexual freedom in the pre–Civil War period! How could he get away with this? Randolph explains how he navigated the roads of life safely: he was able to pick up on the thoughts and emotions of people around him, weaving them to suit his purposes. It is clear he possessed a familiar spirit that “went before him,” protecting his way.

Obviously, such powers could easily be abused—especially if one believed in sexual freedom—but Randolph had a highly developed moral sense and differentiated carefully between self-interest and selfless service to humanity. His writings display the humility inherent in the best occult writers—Jacob Boehme, Emmanuel Swedenborg, Rudolf Steiner, and so forth. This meant that he could not use his powers to influence students to follow him and, although he was well-known in occult circles in America and Europe, he never reached too far beyond obscurity. However, Randolph deserves credit for perpetuating occult teachings in a time of horrific strife and social upheaval, before, during, and after the American Civil War. One of his students, Allan F. Odell, describes the positive and negative sides of the environment in which he taught:


He lived and wrote in a time of mental stress and strain; in the days of the reconstruction, after the young Republic had successfully withstood the first assault upon its internal unity. Just after this struggle of brother against brother, there was an attitude of thankfulness on the part of the nation. The people breathed more easily and turned the lamps of their minds upon the ways of the spirit and the deeper things in life. Warfare, carnage, over-zealousness, mistaken devotion or forgetfulness of high ideals always seem to have been followed by a period of solemn quiet. . . . Turning away from the world, men contemplate the dim aisles of the inner self, where God is said to dwell. (Randolph 1930, xi)



Though the work of the shaman requires connection with the eternal Spirit World, one can never separate the shaman from the time period in which they live, nor from the land they frequent, where they were born, or where they choose to live. As a product of his time, Randolph demonstrates a thorough knowledge of Platonic philosophy and the traditional magical literature of the Western occult tradition. We do not know whether he also studied with Afro-American practitioners of voodoo, though he was clearly knowledgable about practitioners in New Orleans and—of all places—Long Island.

The great watershed in modern occult education occurred in 1875, when Helena Blavatsky (1831–1891), a Russian émigré, cofounded the Theosophical Society in New York City. She incorporated a lot of doctrine from Vedic philosophy and eventually moved her headquarters to India. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Theosophical Society and its offshoots literally had millions of followers around the world. Blavatsky contributed to the cultural life of the subcontinent where she lived, supporting native religion against the missionaries and education of the West.

Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) was a citizen of Austria living in another tumultuous time, during the rise of a unified Germany, the First World War, the collapse of the Austrian Empire and the German currency, early labor movement struggles (which he supported), just before the rise of Hitler.

Steiner was a gifted clairvoyant and occultist. He predicted—to the month—the rise to power of a German dictator. He associated this individual with Lucifer, the egoic facet of evil. He also foresaw the rise to power of the second face of evil, “Ahriman,” about 2012. This time, he said, the dominant power would be faceless world corporations, not egotism.

Steiner headed the German section of the Theosophical Society and never criticized Blavatsky, but he broke with her successor, Annie Besant (1847–1933) when the latter declared Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895–1966) the avatar of the age—an elevation the Indian himself later thoroughly rejected—wisely stating that each person was responsible for their own spiritual life.
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