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Introduction


June 2000—Deep in the Amazon Jungle

JOURNEYING IN DREAMTIME, I sat in a trance opposite the Shuar shaman Wachapa while he chanted prayers of healing and connection. When he stopped chanting I shivered, returning to the physical world. The oppressive heat of the day had turned to a cold, dark night—thick, black, impenetrable darkness, the glowing embers of the perpetual Shuar fire providing the only discernible visual sensation. Without the distraction of eyesight, my other senses jumped to active attention. Thunderous rain beat incessantly on the rooftop, on the canopy of trees, and on the earth of the clearing. We were in the “round room,” the area reserved for visitors from Dream Change Coalition—an association of Westerners and indigenous people that promotes reconnecting with indigenous wisdom as a way to rebalance Mother Earth.

A traditional Shuar lodge is made of vertical bamboo slats arranged so that no one can see in, but it is easy to look out and observe possible intruders. The lodges are thatched, with a carefully prepared hard-packed dirt floor divided into a “male” area where guests are received and a “female” area where no one other than family may enter. A fire is kept burning at all times; it is used for cooking and for warmth, to cure the roof and keep it free from insects and rodents, and especially to provide a pathway for spirits near the central pole.

The round room where we were sitting is also a lodge, modified for Westerners and designed for easy upkeep as it is not always inhabited. The construction is very similar to that of a traditional lodge, but it is almost completely open—a dirt floor covered by a thatched roof, with more than one pole to accommodate a group of hammocks, benches formed from old dugout canoes around the edges, and no male/female separation for our transient visiting family. The round room provided us a place to lie in a hammock and bask in the air of the jungle during the daytime and a place to hold healing ceremonies at night.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the ripe, wet scent of the jungle, mingled with the wood smoke in the lodge, the acrid smell of tobacco soaking in a cup nearby, and the heady vapors rising from an open bottle of trago, a sugarcane alcohol. I tuned in to the energy of the man across from me, the shaman Daniel Wachapa, in deep trance under the influence of ayahuasca, the sacred teacher plant. As he resumed chanting, I sank back on the bench and found myself dreaming again. Awakening with a start, I pulled my shirt tighter against the cold. The rain had stopped and the full moon slipped out from under a cover of clouds in the clearing. Now the jungle was singing with the familiar cacophony of animal music. Life pulsed, and in the distance a jaguar roared. It was time. I sensed this from the shaman just before he called to me to ask if anyone would like to come forward for a healing. I translated his invitation to the group seated in anticipation around the lodge, some drifting in and out of ayahuasca-induced visions, their assigned buddies ready to assist as conscious guides at any moment.

Someone called my name from the clearing. Wading through puddles to answer the call, I found Beth, an internist from New England, standing in the shimmering moonlight with her buddy Dave, who had summoned me. Beth had all the trappings of success in the United States: a busy medical practice, three children in private schools, a sprawling home in the suburbs, and a vacation home at the beach. Successful, wealthy, attractive, intelligent, admired by all who came in contact with her—why was she out here in the jungle staring fixedly at the sky? She had been vomiting profusely and appeared to have purged completely.*1

Dave spoke to me in whispers to avoid startling Beth or disturbing her visions. He said she was ready to go before the shaman for a healing. I touched her shoulder gently and held her softly. “What do you see?” I whispered into her ear.

“A giant anaconda,” Beth answered. “It’s coiled up over there.” She pointed to a space in the distance. “Now it’s coming after me. I’m scared!” she exclaimed, grabbing my hand. “It’s up there now,” she said, pointing to the air in front of her, “and it’s opening its mouth. It’s huge!”

“I’m here,” I reminded her. “Go to it. Move into your fear. Reach out and touch it. Ask it why it has come to you. Ask what it brings.” As she moved hesitantly forward, I saw her reach her arm outward and upward. The fear clearly present in her face, she turned to me, determined and strong, and then turned back and reached further to touch the vision of the snake. She asked the questions firmly with courage. Her face softened instantly, a smile grew on her lips, and her eyes lit up in a way I hadn’t seen before in her.

“What did he tell you?” I asked. “What did he bring?”

“He came to bring my soul back,” Beth stated with conviction. “He came to bring me back my feet so that I may walk again.” Smiling broadly, she turned toward the lodge, and Dave and I led her to the bench where the shaman waited, chanting in ecstatic trance.

I helped Beth lie down in front of Wachapa, who had moved to the turtle stool, a symbol of Tsunqui, the goddess of the river, known as the first shaman in Shuar lore. I removed Beth’s shirt, and she lay down in the dark, lost again in her visions. The shaman began. Praying and chanting for assistance, he entered the spirit world in order to see Beth in a different way, sending in invisible darts, tsentsak, to find problems and act as tools for extraction. Sitting next to him, I watched as he leaned forward toward her heart and began the extraction, sucking on the skin over the area where he had seen a problem. Time melted as the work continued. Wachapa continued to suck, extracting more and more. From time to time he would stop and retch violently, vomiting out the concretized energy and sending it into the earth to flow into a new form. He pointed to the ground in front of him to show me something. This time the extracted energy had solidified into a bone. He leaned forward with renewed determination and concluded the extraction. Wachapa’s wife, who sat at his side, announced the arrival of the spirits Tsunqui and Amaruu. Like Tsunqui, Amaruu is very important to Shuar shamans and is the name used for the spirit of the anaconda, the anaconda itself being known as Pangi. Amaruu is a particularly strong spirit guide for Wachapa, an ally I have seen him use on many occasions.

Turning to his tools, Wachapa grasped the bundle of leaves that he had gathered earlier in the forest and began to shake them all over Beth’s body, producing a “tsing-tsing” sound as he shook. Tsing-tsing is the onomatopoeic name of the plant that he was using in healing; the shaking leaves made a music that connected all who could hear it to the spirit of the plant world. Through Wachapa’s deep connection with spirit and the world around him, his journeying in trance, his prayer through chanting, and his cleansing with the tsing-tsing leaves, he completed Beth’s healing and restored the integrity of her soul, returning her to flow and balance.

Dave helped Beth back to her room and stayed with her through the night while she continued her dreams and visions. I called to Juan Gabriel Carrasco, my spiritual brother and partner, and we looked around for the next person ready for healing.

Juan Gabriel and I lead groups of people to visit indigenous shamans in the Andes and the Amazon River basin of Ecuador for Dream Change Coalition. Dream Change was the brainchild of John Perkins, a successful businessman and a consultant to Fortune 500 companies and the World Bank. John had apprenticed with the Shuar in the late 1960s when he was stationed in the Ecuadorian Amazon as a Peace Corps volunteer. His ostensible purpose was to instruct the impoverished Shuar in the development of savings and loan cooperatives, but he soon discovered that they had nothing to save, nothing to loan, and no desire to take more from Mother Earth than they needed to survive.

Though the Shuar communities were impoverished by Western standards of material wealth, they were incomparably rich in their ecstatic knowing of the oneness of all life. They lived each moment fully in spirit, connected to the earth and to each other and aware of the power of their dreams. It was the Shuar shaman Numi who taught John that “the world is as you dream it,” which became the title of one of John’s many acclaimed books. John also discovered the richness of the Shuar’s healing abilities when he became so sick that he was near death, too weak to walk for days to the nearest “civilized” area to get medical care. Shaman Numi came forward to save his life, and it was then that John understood that he had come not to teach, but to learn. He apprenticed with Numi and became a shaman himself.

Returning to the community twenty years later, John found an area stripped of trees and of spirit. Going deeper into the jungle, he found many of his Shuar friends, and he asked the shamans what he could do to give something back. As a result of his meetings with the shamans, John started Dream Change Coalition in the early 1990s. Building from the Shuar understanding that the world is as we dream it, Dream Change Coalition helps us look at our dreams and at the world that has come out of them. Dream Change asks us to reassess and to collectively dream our future according to its three basic tenets: taking steps to change the dream of industrialized societies to a sustainable, earth-honoring one; making ef-forts to preserve forests and other natural areas; and making use of indigenous wisdom to foster social and environmental balance.*2

Like John Perkins, when I first came to the Shuar, I found a community rich in passion, in knowledge, in connection, and in shamanic healing abilities. I also came to realize that I wanted to study the ways of these master healers and to bring others who were interested in learning what indigenous viewpoints have to teach us. Four years before, I had been a physician very similar to Beth on a Dream Change trip with John Perkins, Joyce Ferranti, and Juan Gabriel. Like Beth, the outer trappings of my life were impressive, desirable, and even seductive. Yet there was something very wrong, something missing from my life, which seemed to have taken a path that left my soul far behind in the dust.

After four years of participation in Dream Change Coalition, my soul soared. I felt more complete and in possession of greater riches than the “great American dream” could ever have given me because following that dream meant that my soul could not be aligned with my path. I had found a passion in life and a community within Dream Change Coalition that functioned like a tribe, with all the joy and support that community brings. Helping Beth to reconnect with her soul and its purpose was a way to give back some of what Dream Change and the shamans had given me.

The next morning the shaman spoke with Beth and Dave as I translated. “How do you feel?” he asked them both. Dave answered first. “Terrific! I never understood before that helping someone else through such a deeply transformative experience could actually be of benefit to me. I feel like I was the one getting the healing.”

“Yes,” replied Wachapa, “the ecstatic experience is for everyone. We are all one, and when one is healed, we are all healed.” He went on to explain that when we move into the spiritual experience of our lives and bodies, we find a deep connection—with the forest, with the animals, with the earth, with spirit, and with each other.

“I want to keep this feeling forever!” said Dave.

“Why not?” I answered. “Choose that as your dream and make it so.”

Beth turned to Wachapa, smiling. “Thank you,” she said, as I continued translating. “I can’t describe what happened, but I feel like a new person. I’m actually excited about the day ahead, about tomorrow, about getting back to my children, about living. I haven’t felt like this for so long that I can’t even remember the last time I did.”

Beth went on to say that she felt she had been blindsided, so consumed by her dream of success that it had taken control of her and begun to take on a life of its own. She remembered the anaconda telling her that she had her feet back. To Beth that meant that she could choose her own path and walk consciously. “I suddenly feel that I can see much further,” she said. “I see my life ahead of me and behind me and my connection to all of earth and the cosmos. I got my soul back!”

Months later she called to tell me how things had gone since our night together in the jungle. Before the trip she had been diagnosed with breast cancer and had undergone a mastectomy. The diagnosis and surgery had shaken her deeply. Suddenly she’d felt lost in her own world. Everything she thought she knew was called into question. But she said that since her healing in the jungle she had continued to feel a renewed excitement and passion for life and a deep sense of her eternal spirit and oneness with the rest of creation.

“Nothing has changed about my life if you look from the outside,” she said. “I still have the same problems, the same home and work. Yet everything has changed. I feel well in every way. I even feel pretty, something I haven’t experienced for many years, since long before the surgery. My children feel it; we’ve had incredible conversations. I always thought that heaven would be a place without challenge; lots of sunshine, a beach with warm water, and plenty of delicacies to eat that would never make you gain a pound! Don’t laugh,” she said, as I began to giggle.

“I’m not laughing at you, I am laughing at me,” I said. “I used to think the same thing—that life now was difficult, but that if you were as good as you could be, later you would find a heaven, after death, and in heaven there would be no challenges. The Shuar see life completely differently. They live connected to spirit every moment of their physical lives and listen to the messages of their dreams, their environment, their bodies, and their situations very carefully.”

I reminded Beth that the Shuar not only know that they have the power to dream their own realities; they also know that heaven is a choice. To the Shuar, imagining a life without ecstasy, passion, and challenge—without deep connection to the earth, the spirits, the elements, their dreams, and one another—would be to imagine a fate far worse than death. To them, death is just another shapeshift, one in which they will nourish others as others have nourished them, freeing them to go on to another life—as a human, an animal, or the rain. “To live in ecstasy, as they do,” I said, “is to live fully and passionately in this physical life every moment, embodying your spirit fully and feeling deeply the interconnectedness of your dreams with the dreams of everyone else.”

“I knew all that intellectually,” answered Beth, laughing along with me, “but now I feel it in my heart. After experiencing ecstasy, the knowing that we are all one, I consciously choose to live in ecstasy forever, understanding that heaven is a choice, here and now.”




July 2000—Operating Room, Aesthetic Institute of Maryland, Timonium, Maryland

She looked so beautiful as she lay there without worries, no tension in her anesthetically paralyzed muscles, a deep sleeping tranquility on her face. She looked both beautiful and young, and I loved putting in those last few sutures, knowing the long day of work was almost over, enjoying the feeling of a job well done.

I had been in the operating room for eight hours. Hungry, my feet tired, I looked forward to sitting down to eat and dictating the day’s procedures. First I needed to finish stitching the skin of the facelift and put on the dressing. The light bright from overhead, my headlamp adding an additional spot beam, the magnifying loupes narrowing my field of vision and magnifying the tiny sutures to four times their size, I concentrated on rearranging the skin, trimming around the ear, and closing the wound. As we wrapped up the procedure, our team of four found ourselves relaxing and telling jokes. The Dixie Chicks sang loud in the background, and we joined in with the refrain “Hello Mr. Heartache . . .”

Mary had come into my office six months earlier for a consultation. Recently divorced, she wanted to have facial rejuvenation surgery before she celebrated her fiftieth birthday. Her request was not unusual in the realm of plastic surgery. I had treated hundreds of similar cases.

We went through her medical history and I examined her clinically. I asked her why she wanted the surgery, what she hoped to accomplish by it. We discussed the many surgical options available, the procedures, the alternatives, the expected recovery, the risks, and possible complications. Then I returned to my first question, explaining that it was the most important question I had asked. “Why? Why are you contemplating this surgery, this change in your body?” I told Mary that I could not answer this question for her, but that I ask all my patients to spend time exploring their motivations in any way in which they feel comfortable.

We talked about the body and the spirit, about our lives and passions, about our dreams. I explained to her that since she had come to me asking for change, it followed that this was the perfect time to clarify what change meant to her. Whether she decided to go ahead with the surgery or not, the more clarity she could gain about her hopes, her definition of change, and what she was searching for—whether she hoped to regain something lost or find something she had always aspired to—the better the results would be.

I told her that I had watched many patients undergo plastic surgery and afterward shapeshift in every way: their bodies, their attitudes, their jobs, their relationships. Other patients had beautiful photographic results but became unhappy people with tighter skin, as if the surgery had been a misdirected dream. My experience has been that this disappointment with the results of surgery seems to happen more for people who say they don’t want to be “vain,” in other words, for people who devalue their physical bodies and physical dreams. I let Mary know that the more attuned she could become to her physical body and to her environment, the more connected she would be to all her hopes and dreams, physical and otherwise.

As I spoke to Mary, my assistant Pamela entered the room and remarked in her usual gentle manner, “My, you are so beautiful.”

Mary burst into tears. “Oh no, I’m not. I was just sitting here wondering if I should give up. I’ll never be pretty.”

Pretty? Try drop-dead gorgeous! This woman could easily have doubled for Michelle Pfeiffer, but she was so disconnected from her body that she didn’t think she was, or ever would be, pretty.

“You are absolutely correct,” I said, astonishing her. I had gotten her attention, and she stopped crying to see what I meant.

“With that outlook, even if we operated every year you would never be pretty in your own eyes. Let’s take a reality check. If I pulled one hundred people off the street and filed them through this room, asking each of them to describe you, they would all say that you are beautiful. If you are that disconnected from the reality of your physical body, you will never feel pretty.”

I handed her a mirror, and she examined her image as if for the first time.

“You’re right,” she said. “I have never felt pretty, and when anyone tries to give me a compliment, I feel even worse. I do want change. I want to be pretty and to feel pretty, too.”

Mary went through a great deal of soul-searching after that session and learned much about herself, her patterns, her disconnection, her dreams. She chose to have the facelift operation, and to follow her heart in changing her life in many other ways. She made a firm commitment to connect to her physical body, to her life, to her community—she would embody her spirit from then on. She realized that I could rearrange her skin, but it was up to her to take responsibility for rearranging her life and finding her mission. She shapeshifted her life, even before the surgery.

Upon hearing that I am both a shaman and a plastic surgeon, many people have a hard time understanding how I could work in both worlds while remaining true to myself, that is, while maintaining my integrity. My two roles sound to them like a contradiction in terms. Every day I hear people voice disdain for any physical dreams and aspirations. Patients apologize for being “vain” and “indulging” this vanity by coming to me to manifest their dreams. Even the words they use point to our culture’s unspoken conviction that the physical is trivial and has nothing to do with the spiritual.

Through the years I have seen shamans shapeshift before my eyes into jaguars, anacondas, and volcanoes. I have also seen people of my own culture shapeshift their bodies by losing weight rapidly without effort, looking and feeling younger and more vital, changing their eye color, growing inches taller long after puberty, or recovering from mangling injuries after being told there is no hope of full surgical repair, among many other examples. Physical shapeshifts can be and are done all the time, although in our culture it often takes quite some time and effort to break down barriers. Too often, I have seen people complete a physical shapeshift and then continue to struggle emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.

Shamanic communities do not separate the physical from the spiritual in the way that we in Western cultures have since the days of Descartes. Through a very deep connection with their physical bodies and the physical environment, they truly embody their spirits. It is a great paradox of our time and culture that in order to effectively transcend our obsession with the materialistic aspects of life we need to fully embrace the physical. Instead of further disconnecting the physical from the spiritual by focusing solely on spirit (while devaluing everything that is physical), we need to connect to the physical in a much more profound way. We need to learn how to embody our spirits in this physical experience called life. It is in facilitating this connection that I am able to combine my seemingly opposing roles as plastic surgeon and shaman.




August 2000—Baltimore, Maryland

Grace was a middle-aged housewife who had chosen to have rhinoplasty (more commonly known as a “nose job”) some years before with a plastic surgeon I had never met. She had been very unhappy with the results. In fact, the outcome of the surgery had been so far removed from her expectations that she had remained housebound for two years afterward, not wanting to go out in public where anyone could see her. She had slowly started coming out of her house again, but only to visit her family and select close friends. She had called me because she had heard about my shamanic workshops and wanted to explore her body image, her goals, her expectations, and her dreams before considering revisionary surgery.

From our initial conversation on the telephone, I expected to see someone who had been monstrously disfigured. When she arrived at my office, I saw a bitter, angry woman with a severe, determined—but handsome—face. No monster at all. But she had been crippled by the gap between her expectations and her perception of her surgical outcome. We did talk about the possibility of revisionary surgery, but we spent more time exploring Grace’s extreme reaction to her first operation. From the moment that she asked for change by contemplating that first rhinoplasty, Grace had been at a gateway. Why had she experienced such difficulty with stepping through that gateway and manifesting both internal and external change?

I met with Grace several times and came to know her well. She was not crazy, but she was living a life vastly different from that of her childhood dreams. In fact, she had stopped dreaming for herself altogether. The nasal surgery had been a grasp at reclaiming her life and her passion. When she found that surgery alone could not offer deliverance, she had given up in despair.

As I continued to talk with Grace, she emerged as an extremely intelligent and receptive woman of great intuitive ability. But her intelligence and intuition were strengths that she had never valued. They had not been nurtured or allowed to develop fully within the confines of her current life in the suburbs. She was certainly frustrated, as well as bitter and withdrawn. Yet she had come. I knew that she had made a choice to change—her life, her looks, her relationship with the world, her reality. She was ready.

She came to be healed by me. Could I help her?

I was not sure. I had been witness to hundreds of shamanic healings and had taught many nonindigenous people to shapeshift their lives and bodies, to reassess and clarify their dreams. I had witnessed complete healing of many diseases through shamanic techniques: chronic back pain, migraine headaches, allergies, alcoholism, infertility, gender difficulties, cysts, tumors, and cancers, to name a few. But Grace was in denial—afraid, angry, and bitter. What is more, she felt these strong feelings in reaction to an operation that I perform frequently. Perhaps I was not the one to help her. Yet she had come to me. There are no coincidences. And I remembered the words of my friend and teacher Manolo, a great Andean shaman. “It is not us doing the healing,” he said. “It is Pachamama.”*3

He continued, “When I was young my father taught me the ways of the Yachaks, healing in the shamanic ways. For many years I tried so hard to make all the symptoms go away. That was my primary focus and where I put my energy. One day my father came to me and asked me what would happen if I rid a person of his symptoms only to see him come down with yet another, perhaps even worse, disease. What then? Slowly my focus became one of helping people reconnect with their spirits. I taught them to listen to the messages coming through their bodies, lives, and environments, and to flow in alignment with their soul’s directions. I learned that sometimes disease is a necessary part of the overall healing. Ridding a person of symptoms is a nice benefit, but it is not the primary focus.”

“I will help you,” I told Grace.


[image: image]

Grace stood awkwardly before me in the in the middle of the healing room as I prepared the space, eyes closed and naked but for her swimsuit, which she had insisted upon wearing. Calling on my guides, I connected with the elemental healing forces—with Pachamama—to help her with her dream change. Burning the smoke of aromatic herbs and resins, I prepared the sacred objects (huacas) and flowers in the way of the ancient Incan Yachaks, the birdpeople shamans of the Andes. I called to spirit in her name to ask for assistance so that she could break down her barriers and align with her soul’s mission. After rubbing a candle over her body to gather her energy, I lit the flame. The candle spoke of her problems, of her spirit, of her mind, of her heart, of her body. The “diagnostic” phase done, we moved on to the cleansing with eggs, flowers, tobacco, and huacas—stones from the sacred volcanoes, the Amazon, and the Indus that have stayed with me as guides, helpers, and friends for many years.

I asked Grace to connect deeply with her spirit, her body, and her dreams. I asked her to journey—to psychonavigate—and to feel her desired face, her desired life, her desired dream as a fait accompli, to bring the dream here and now—to shapeshift. Throughout the healing, my cleansing efforts were directed by my spirit guides to where energy was blocked, sluggish, or nonproductive for her. Using my tools to focus and assist, I extracted, brushed away, and infused. I encouraged Grace to feel the full energy of the change in her physical body and in her heart, mind, and spirit.

Although Grace had no previous shamanic experiences and no knowledge of psychonavigation, she found herself letting go and easily accessing her spiritual plane, connecting it to her physical. She spoke of how she felt immersed in the light and radiance of her own beauty, at one with her body and sensuality, connected to her religious background and to her divine creator.

As Grace dressed after the healing session, she smiled warmly, glowing, and we connected as one. She came for two more healings before she was willing to consider appearing before a group of people. Then she announced that she might be ready to participate in a group workshop.

Facilitating workshops is another way that I serve Mother Earth and work for Dream Change Coalition. I have held workshops with one person and with five hundred people, in the United States, South America, Africa, and India. They have been held at established workshop centers such as The Omega Institute, at people’s homes, and in rented halls. I have worked alone, co-facilitated with other workshop facilitators such as John Perkins, Ipupiara, Cleicha, Lyn Roberts-Herrick, and Mary Tendall, or been assisted by incredibly powerful teachers such as Robert Levy and Wendi Whitsett. Each workshop is unique; each circle has its own purpose and personality.

People come to my workshops from all professions and walks of life—shamanic practitioners and energy healers as well as people with no experience or knowledge of alternative healing techniques and philosophies. Physicians, dentists, nurses, housewives, teachers, astronomers, exotic dancers, writers, massage therapists, singers, artists—all are welcome, and all contribute in special ways to the experience of each and every one of us.

In the workshop Grace had joined, we sat in a circle around the altar where we had placed representations of the elements fire, water, earth, and air, along with huacas with which each of us had a deep personal relationship. All week we had been working together, clarifying our dreams, connecting with our guides and with the power of elemental forces, firming our intent, and breaking down barriers. We had become a tribe, and our dreams became one in the circle, interconnected with one another and with all our relations, human and other, now and forever. I told the group that tonight we would meet in ceremony, circled together by the fire, naked.

Grace gasped. She had bravely joined the circle all week, an act of enormous courage for someone who just recently had been afraid to leave her house. Slowly she had opened up to the group about her dreams and her barriers. As the week progressed, she found that her pointed and clear insight was of great help to many of us. She had become an integral member of the tribe that was our workshop circle. But meet naked?

“You’re kidding,” she exclaimed softly.

I looked her way, and my assistant moved to her side.

“You’re not, I take it.”

“No, Grace, I am not,” I replied gently. “Those of you who look forward to the fire ceremony need not come unless you wish to support the others because you are already comfortable inhabiting your physical bodies in a communal context. Those of you who are uncomfortable with the thought, who feel it is something that you simply cannot do, will find—if you are able to push past that barrier—that this ceremony, in which we embody our spirits as a tribe, will be one of the most healing experiences of your life.”

I was not sure that she would come. I don’t think she was sure either.

That night we gathered by the lake to perform the ceremony. We removed our clothes and camayed (shared spirit with) one another by blowing a fine mist of water onto each other’s bodies. Afterward, glowing wet in the light and warmth of the fire, we looked around as if seeing each other for the first time. Such a variety of shapes, ages, and sizes—each one perfectly divine.

After the ceremony I walked back toward my room. Hearing music, voices, and laughter, I entered a building where people had congregated to listen to music and dance. There in the middle of the floor was Grace. Fully clothed now, but wet and glowing with water, wine, and passion, she danced the night away, laughing, talking, and singing—a full member of the tribe. What a shapeshift! I smiled happily and joined in.
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In the following pages I invite you to join me in a journey—the journey of my life—that led me to become both a surgeon and a shaman. This journey makes an interesting story, and I will share much of it with you if you decide to join me. But even more interesting is the nature of real change in anybody’s life. What gives us the power to heal, grow, move in new directions, and embrace our true spirits—to shapeshift? My role as shaman and my role as surgeon are really one and the same role. In both capacities I am simply an agent of change. I stand ready to help people through the transformative gateways of their lives, but I personally cannot change anyone from the outside. The readiness for real change must come from within. The truly fascinating subject of this book is the capacity of each person to connect with the inner resources that allow that person to flower and live in ecstasy.





1

Looking Outside the Box

IT IS NIGHT and I sit here alone. I am alone with my self, the finite me that was born and will die. I sit alone, surrounded by things, objects that belong to the me that is. I sit here alone with my memories, thoughts, and feelings—the story that is me, that is this life.

I sit here alone like a grand oak tree, an oak tree alone in a field, surrounded by grasses, saplings, and flowers, crawling with insects, a home to fungi and moss. The tree is nourished by the water table, cleansed by the rain, breathing the air and the energy of the far-off star that is our sun, exchanging molecules with Mother Earth, changing through this communion moment by moment. Connected to the sky, the stars, and the planet, the tree is alone with its memories of its life, its own story etched into its bark and the rings of its trunk, in the shape and direction of its branches. The tree is its story, is formed by its memories. Is the tree lonely in its sense of self, in its being a tree that was born and that will die?

I sit here alone, a being that was born and that will die, shaped by my story, connected and communing with all that is, all that ever was, and all that ever will be.

I sit here alone and write that story, that reality that is my life.


The Reality Box

Reality. What is it? Is it fixed? From a very early age I grew up understanding that reality is not fixed or finite but is defined by the box that is our experience of the world. I was further led to understand that this box that is our notion of reality expands, contracts, and shifts with the events in our lives and the choices we make. We are all aware of times in our personal lives when we come to understand new distinctions, or of times in history when as a culture we see things that we were unaware of before.

It was my father, Marvin Weinstein, Ph.D., who taught me these concepts. Marvin was an only child who grew into a gentle, quiet genius. Accomplished at the clarinet and headed for a career in the symphony orchestra, he found himself in the U.S. Army at the onset of World War II. Over the next several years of his life, it seemed as though every obstacle he encountered turned into an opportunity. The army needed people who were versed in radar technology, and, seeing his aptitude, they sent him to what is now Case Western Reserve to study physics and electrical engineering. It was there that he became fascinated with relativity and quantum theory. Those were exciting times for everyone in the field of physics. My father was especially interested in the paradox that many concepts entirely adequate in one domain of experience—in fact, so familiar that they are the basis for common sense—are entirely inadequate and even wrong outside of that domain, such as the impact of motion at the speed of light upon time and space intervals described by the theory of relativity. Two weeks after D-day, he found himself discharged from the army for poor eyesight, free to move to the West Coast, where he enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley, to study physics, first with David Bohm in late 1944, and later with Robert Oppenheimer.

There he met my mother, Fay Byron, who was herself a graduate student in physics. Soon afterward, she decided that she wanted to be a doctor. Just around the time that she was accepted into medical school at Temple University in Philadelphia, Oppenheimer became the director of the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton. My father, having obtained his master’s degree and having published the results of research conducted under Oppenheimer’s guidance, arranged to switch to Princeton University to complete his Ph.D. in theoretical physics—and, very fortunately, to be near my mother. They lived together in Philadelphia, my father commuting almost daily to Princeton. Bohm was also teaching at Princeton and became my father’s thesis advisor. In addition, my father worked as Bohm’s research assistant, his main job being that of assisting in the writing of Bohm’s famous book on quantum theory.

The war took its toll on the key players in the field of physics; Bohm was suspended from Princeton for a year after being subpoenaed to be questioned by the House Un-American Activities Committee. He spent the year visiting Einstein on a daily basis, returning to discuss many of Einstein’s theories and concepts with my father. It was during this year that Bohm began to seriously question some of the existing interpretations of quantum theory, and to develop what is now referred to as Bohmian mechanics. In 1951, rather than appear before the House Un-American Activities Committee, Bohm left the country for good, going first to the University of São Paulo in Brazil.

My father had not yet finished his Ph.D. research, and he accepted a position as a lecturer in atomic physics and a fellowship in biophysics at the Johnson Foundation of the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. My mother graduated from Temple in 1951 and began her internship at Mt. Zion hospital in San Francisco. My father joined her there, still not having completed his Ph.D., and went to work for Pacific Gas and Electric. At this time Bohm began writing to ask my father to join him in São Paulo. My parents then found themselves in the position of choosing between leaving the United States so that my father’s partnership and work with Bohm could continue or staying in the land where their respective families lived, and where my mother could begin her planned residency at the Cleveland Clinic.
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