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SHAKING MEDICINE
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“I had a personal experience of Brad’s shaking power. . . . He 
placed one of his hands on my upper back and the other opposite on my upper 
chest. He began to shake vigorously, and apparently involuntarily, throughout 
his entire body. His face, shoulders, torso, and feet were vibrating with some 
invisible power, like a wave that was continuously cresting in his body and 
crashing and rippling in his fingertips. I felt the trembling power pass through 
me While receiving this beautiful ‘gift,’ I was transported to the Kalahari. I 
saw the tribal people with whom he had danced; I viewed their villages and 
landscape. I was in Africa as truly as if I had opened my eyes and found myself 
physically there.”

KENNETH COHEN,
AUTHOR OF THE WAY OF QIGONG: THE ART AND
SCIENCE 
OF CHINESE ENERGY HEALING

“Dr. Keeney’s work marks the beginning of an awakening of the 
universal life force that is accessible to everyone. I have personally 
experienced his method of moving the life force in my own body—circulating it up 
and down my spine, passing it through my fingertips, and feeling it tingling the 
tips of my toes. It is time for each of us to become acquainted with this 
energizing force.”

DR. ROBERT FULFORD, AUTHOR OF 
DR. FULFORD’S TOUCH OF LIFE: 
ALIGNING BODY, MIND, AND
SPIRIT TO HONOR THE HEALER WITHIN

“Bradford Keeney is an authentic shaman who, in his ceremonial 
practice, answers the question: What would happen if you gave a university 
professor a kind heart and a limitless infusion of spiritual power?”

STEPHEN AND ROBIN LARSEN, AUTHORS OF
A FIRE IN THE MIND: THE LIFE 
OF JOSEPH CAMPBELL

“I felt like I was floating and wanted to move my body with speed 
and precision. All of my senses were intensified. I recognized this condition as 
being similar to the ki activation that I had learned to utilize in aikido 
training. The difference was that the intensity of this energy was magnitudes 
beyond what I had previously experienced; it was beyond what I’d ever imagined.”

DON WRIGHT, FORMER TEACHER OF ERICKSONIAN HYPNOTHERAPY AT THE ESALEN INSTITUTE

“The experience I had in Brad Keeney’s ceremony was very 
important—his hands irradiated light in my head.”

DR. PIERRE WEIL, AUTHOR OF
THE ART OF LIVING IN PEACE: TOWARDS A 
NEW PEACE CONSCIOUSNESS, FOUNDER OF THE INTERNATIONAL HOLISTIC UNIVERSITY OF 
BRASILIA, AND CONSULTANT TO THE UNITED NATIONS



AUDIO TRACKS

You can access or download all accompanying audio tracks for this book here:

audio.innertraditions.com/shamed

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Throughout this book you will notice unusual punctuation marks in words from the Ju | ’hoan language of the Kalahari Bushmen. These marks are symbols for the four distinct click sounds used in this language. According to the anthropologist and linguist Megan Biesele, they are pronounced as follows:

|     is a dental click that sounds like tsk, tsk and is made by putting the tongue behind the teeth.

≠     is an alveolar click, a soft pop made by putting the tongue behind the ridge that is located behind the front teeth.

!     is an alveolar-palatal click, a sharp pop made by drawing the tongue down quickly from the roof of the mouth.

| |     is a lateral click, a clucking sound similar to that made by the English when they urge on a horse.

’     is a glottal stop, as in the Cockney English pronunciation of bottle.
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FOREWORD

By the Bushman Elders

We, the elder Bushman shamans of the Kalahari, are descendants of the original custodians of shaking medicine. As members of the ancestral culture for all people on earth, we have always looked after the original forms of healing and communicating with God. All of us are delighted that the words of this book are being brought into the world so that others may know what we have known about shaking medicine since the beginning of human existence.

Over the years, we have been grateful for our relationship with Bradford Keeney, who fully understands and practices our healing and spiritual ways He is a
n | om-kxao, what we call an owner of n | om, the power that makes one shake in deep and meaningful ways. For the Ju | ’hoan Bushmen, there are different levels of expertise in the handling of 
n | om, and we are the last ones entitled to be called G≠ aqba-n!a’an, 
the “Heart of the Spears.” This title refers to someone who has spent a lifetime growing in n | om and who has received all the healing knowledge and wisdom of God’s shaking medicine. We regard Bradford Keeney as a Heart of the Spears.

A Heart of the Spears has been made a master of shaking medicine through experiences and lessons taught by God and the ancestors. We have learned that our minds require the inspiration of a loving heart, and that we should be cautious about the trickster voice of any mind disconnected from the love of God. Medicine, in its highest form, is always poured from God’s heart. Please do not consider us the carriers of primitive truths that historically gave way to more evolved ways of thinking, worshipping, and healing. Rather, we hold the purest forms of healing and loving relationships with God, one another, the animals and plants of the world, as well as the earth, water, and sky. In our worldview, First Creation is still present, always ready to breathe its shaking and changing 
into the stuck world of language, or what we call Second Creation. We, the First 
People, ask that the world open its heart for a great healing, one that requires the shaking medicine brought about when First Creation and Second Creation interact.

There are many tricksters leading people astray. They almost always use words like “good,” “love,” “peace,” and “God,” but make their arguments solely with words printed on paper. For us, the truth a person carries is proved by the way his or her voice and body give way to vibrant sound and song and shaking movements of ecstatic joy. Without seeing, hearing, and feeling a performance of loving medicine, we do not accept anyone’s authority to speak about healing wisdom.

We have danced and shaken with Bradford Keeney for many years. He has placed his healing hands on many of us throughout our villages in Namibia and Botswana. We know that he carries truth in his heart, and that his mind, body, and soul shake with the gods and ancestors. He has been fully cooked by God.

In this book, you will learn about shaking medicine and how it has been known in various places in the world. We have enjoyed hearing many of these stories from Bradford Keeney, and we know that they hold important lessons and truths. He will also tell you how shaking medicine can be brought into your daily life.

We are very aware that the world is in a dangerous crisis, and there is doubt as to whether human beings will survive much longer. We believe that we have helped hold together the threads and ropes of relationship that enable life to continue. Now, those threads have been weakened by human ignorance, selfishness, and greed. Our greatest hope for survival comes from understanding how shaking medicine can help us revitalize and strengthen the threads and ropes of life.

We grant Bradford Keeney full authority to speak about our healing and religious ways. The Bushman wisdom keepers of the Kalahari bless him to do this work. He is a well-chosen spokesperson for shaking medicine, and we hope that his words will help awaken you to receive the gifts that the gods and ancestors are waiting to give you. We invite you to join us in the heartful shaking that promises to bring the greatest joy and fulfillment into your life. We know that this book can help raise your heart.

| KUNTA BOO

TI!’AE ≠ OMA

N!YAE KXAO
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G≠ 
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THE SHAKE

Rediscovering the Oldest and Newest Cure on Earth

In November of 1881, a Squaxin Indian logger from Puget Sound named John Slocum became sick and soon was pronounced dead. As he lay covered with sheets, friends proceeded to conduct a wake and wait for his wooden coffin to arrive. To everyone’s astonishment, he revived in front of them and immediately began to speak, describing an encounter he had had with an angel. The angel told John that God was going to send a new kind of medicine to the Indian people. The angel said the new medicine would not only enable them to heal others, but could also be used to heal oneself without the need of a shaman or doctor.

About a year later, John became sick again. This time, his wife, Mary Slocum, was overcome with despair. When she ran outside to pray and refresh her face with creek water, she felt something enter her from above and flow inside her body. “It felt hot,” she recalled, and her body began to tremble and shake. When she ran back inside the house, she spontaneously touched her brother and he immediately started shaking. When she shook over her husband, his health improved the next day. That was when “it came to his mind that this was the new medicine” 
and that “this medicine was the shake.”

From that moment, the Indian Shakers recognized and valued how spiritual inspiration may trigger shaking that leads to a healing encounter. The Indian Shakers were not the only culture to make this discovery. Shaking bodies and vibrating touch have been known throughout the world as powerful forms of healing expression. Yet the value of trembling, vibrating, quaking, and shaking as a medicine for the body, mind, and soul has been all but lost in recent times, particularly among the more literate and technologically developed cultures.

The purpose of this book is to reintroduce the oldest medicine on earth—the shake. I will examine a number of cultural traditions that practice shaking medicine as a form of healing and highlight the lessons and guidance they bring to us. In addition, a new paradigm for medicine will be presented that includes both arousal and relaxation as necessary co-components for the fullest realization of the healing response. Finally, I will set forth practices that facilitate learning how to shake for therapeutic benefits.

Writing about shaking presents the challenge of describing something that at once is familiar to those who shake but seems bizarre and awkward to understand for those who haven’t been seized by this spirited ecstasy of the mind and body. Historically, few shakers have written down their experiences, let alone contextualized them in any theoretical framework. This is partly because shaking medicine has been kept alive in cultures that either lack written language or for whom texts have been given no particular priority. These folks are content to shake, share their ecstatic experiences with their community, and leave it at that.

On the other hand, those with the skills to write who have fallen into the joys and mysteries of the shake may find it difficult to communicate with those who haven’t been so moved. There is a fear that they will be disqualified, labeled as having gone off the deep end, having become a cult follower, or, worse, having gone mad. These shakers also keep the shaking to themselves.

For the most part, we are left with brief accounts written by outside observers, usually missionaries or anthropologists who use phrases like “uncontrolled jerks,” “spasms,” “fits,” “convulsions,” “shaking frenzy,” and “wild movements” to account for what they see. These comments serve as much to describe the observers’ bewilderment with conduct outside the familiar grounds of their own experience as they do to describe the experience itself.

For example, the anthropologist Wallace Zane studied shakerism among the “Converted” in the Caribbean island of St. Vincent. His book, Journeys to the Spiritual Lands, 
is a brilliant account of this form of shaking religion. Yet when it comes to 
one of their most important experiences, shaking, he struggles to understand it. 
As he writes, “Trying to get at the experience, I asked [the] Converted over and 
over to help me understand the process of shaking.”1 The words must have been difficult to extract, because his research proceeds to report very little about the experience of shaking.

It wasn’t long ago that the practices of Yoga, meditation, and acupuncture were relatively unknown and definitely not mainstream in our culture. Many people feared meditation—and some still do. Psychologists and psychiatrists used the word xenophobia (an inappropriate fear of something perceived as foreign or different) to name this unfounded fear. After groups of Western physicians went to China and made public their approval, the quiet practices of the Asian cultures were gradually welcomed to our neighborhoods and universities. Now almost every city and small town in America has someone practicing meditation and receiving acupuncture.

We know, without pausing to doubt, that relaxation and rest help us heal. The idea that relaxation and stillness bring forth healing is a paradigm that Dr. Herbert Benson of Harvard Medical School named the “relaxation response.” It is part of the Eastern and Western zeitgeist. What we await is the other half of the picture. The complement to relaxation is arousal. This side of the healing process can be called the “arousal response.” What we are ready to learn is that heightened arousal, whether through wild dancing, spontaneous jumping up and down, or body shaking, is as valuable a healing and transformational practice as sitting quietly in a lotus position. This book calls forth the importance of wild activity in our bodies, minds, and souls. As we once let in the healing wisdom of Asia, it is time to let in the healing wisdom of Africa. It is time for the shaking body to become as familiar to us as the quieted body.

I must point out that there are shaking bodies in Asia as well as meditative practices in the African Diaspora. Asia, however, has become a kind of symbol or metaphor for the therapeutic benefits of a stilled body and mind. On the other side of the world, Africa evokes images of heightened body arousal in its ecstatic dances and trembling healers. As I will elaborate in the next chapter, the most powerful form of healing and well-being comes when both hyperarousal and deep relaxation are cycled together, one taking place in relationship to the other. When we shake ourselves to the fullest height of ecstatic expression and then fall into the deepest state of quiet, we set the stage for powerful realignment and evolution of our whole being. This is the whole pattern of holistic medicine.

The next great revolution in medicine, holistic care, well-being, and spiritual practice will be when the practice of shaking is valued as much as the practice of meditation. Joining with my brothers and sisters throughout the world who have kept the shaking traditions alive and well, I invite you to discover the shake. At first it may seem exotic and unnatural. You may have some hesitation and a bit of fear about what seems foreign and radically different from your everyday habits and experience. Remember that the same was true for meditation when it was first brought to the West. But when you experience the shake in its natural form, you will feel that it was always a part of you, an old friend formerly lost but always waiting to be found. We were born to shake, to be fully excited about our aliveness, as we were born to have moments of rest and quiet stillness.

Shaking and quaking have been too easily dismissed by Euro-American scholars (as well as Asian scholars) as being signs of mental distress, neurological disorder, psychopathology, psychological dissociation, or possession by spirits. Shaking is more often assumed to be troubling or evil rather than benevolent. This kind of misunderstanding and culturally ascribed negative connotation has been particularly directed at the more ecstatic religions of Africa. Another way in which the technologically advanced world habitually disqualifies the shaking and quaking body is by dismissing it as an immature stage of spiritual development caused by the overemotionality of the so-called primitive.

There are some authority figures, psychological and clerical, who will sternly advise you to avoid taking any shaking medicine. They will say it hasn’t been tested in a laboratory and is a very dangerous substance that can cause mental, physical, and spiritual illness. Some will even say it is a waste of time. All of this was once said about meditation. This criticism is partially right. All things in excess can become harmful—too much water, food, or oxygen will kill you. But the absence of a vital component to life also brings harm.

I must also alert you to the fact that most of us have been taught to be experientially allergic to conduct that appears “out of control.” We have cultivated a reverence toward “being in control” and a fear and avoidance of experience that feels “out of control.” Most introductory textbooks of psychology even define the profession as “the science of predicting and controlling behavior.” The paradox of our time is that the more we try to control ourselves, or others, or our environment, the more out of control everything becomes. Along similar lines, the more we exalt the fantasy of control, the more we seek experiences that provide a moment of letting go, sometimes through sex, drugs, and free expression that pushes the edge of convention. We fail to see the many other, more productive ways of cultivating out-of-control experiences that are necessary to serve the healthy development of our lives, relationships, and ecology.

I propose that this negation of the shaking body constitutes the last great taboo of our time. We have been liberated to do many things with our bodies, from ingesting every imaginable chemical substance, legal and illegal, to stimulating our erotic capacities through endless forms and scenarios. What still remains off-limits, for the most part, is the shake. If you shake, you get psychologically and spiritually diagnosed.

As with all taboos, it’s important to remember that no culture is completely successful at eradicating a behavior or social practice. Prohibition eliminated neither the consumption of alcohol nor the bartenders who served the drinks. Drinking went underground, where it continued to thrive. Similarly, when many of the churches and healing traditions all but banned spirited ecstatic expression, it moved into the musical arenas of blues, rock, rave, and techno, not to mention burning-man festivals throughout the world and the sanctified gospel traditions of the African American church. The shaking has never stopped; it is going on out there this very moment, but it usually takes place without any benefit of the collective wisdom that can nurture, deepen, and expand its expression, ripening it into a divine elixir that empowers our presence in everyday life.

For most of the technologically enriched, there is evidence of some kind of starvation. We sometimes refer to this deprivation as spiritual in nature. The malaise and angst that lead to the popularity of spiritual and self-help books, workshops, spas, and well-being centers are traceable to this hunger. Yet the hunger and thirst aren’t necessarily being satisfied. Many seekers have become consumers of spirituality, boastfully adding more spiritual experiences, ideas, and habits to their lives. However, journeying to every shaman, guru, rabbi, and priestess in the world and reading every spiritual book seldom bring the joy these people are seeking. Contrast this with the joy found in the life of an African Bushman whose prayer and practice is a shake and a song, whose conversations mention few outside spiritual ideas, and whose entire material possessions can be carried on his or her back.

I am not trying to romanticize Third World spirituality or indigenous lifestyles, but am aiming to draw a distinction that serves to underscore a point: namely, that in spite of the abundance of our material possessions and spiritual knowledge, we are missing something. Becoming more spiritual or more aware of spiritual ideas, stories, teachings, symbols, amulets, paraphernalia, and sayings may not make us more spirited. What we are looking for is spirit rather than spirituality. By spirit I don’t mean a hypothesized entity or ghostlike presence from another dimension. I am referring to a spirited life, one that is filled with vitality, joy, and occasions of ecstatic delight. “You know you have the spirit when you have the shake.” This is the declaration voiced by the world’s shakers, from the Kalahari to the Caribbean to the mountains of China and to the African American churches of Louisiana.

Is it then true that if you aren’t shaking, you’re not happy or fulfilled? I am not saying this. However, if you haven’t entered the ecstatic state brought forth by trembling joy, you have missed one of the greatest gifts life presents. Furthermore, once you taste this kind of ecstatic joy, you will want to have it be a steady part of your diet. Perhaps it is better said in the opposite way: Once you feel the biggest joy and delight life has to offer, you will be unable to avoid trembling, quaking, and shaking with happiness.

As celebrated joy lifts our spirit, our body longs to join the party. As delight escalates, our body heads toward the experiential landscape of ecstatic performance. When we enter that domain, our hands and legs start trembling. We feel a vibration come onto our body. Rather than suppress it, we are now free to go further into this moving way of being. Into the shake we fall, sometimes jerking or jumping, shouting or grunting. We enter the healing and transformative experiences of the shaking body. Here we find ourselves, maybe for the first time, in the kindergarten of ecstatic wisdom. We are encouraged to allow the trembling, shaking, and quaking to take over. We experiment with giving up control. This is the entry into shaking medicine.

What is this big joy that makes our bodies shake? Is it the divine bliss of realizing, without distraction, the fact of being alive? What we do know is that this bliss is unconditionally available to everyone on the planet, rich and poor, well and sick, educated and illiterate. It has been referred to as the big love, the grace of God, the great liberation from suffering, the divine light, and the alpha and omega of all that matters to our heart and soul.

Shaking is brought on by divine inspirations and epiphanies. At the same time, shaking can lead to these sacred experiences. Shaking and the holiest experiences are inseparable. In these realms of experience, we are attuned, calibrated, freshly inspired, converted to a mission, infused with spirit, and reborn anew. It is that which we most deeply seek when we feel that something is missing in our lives. It is what some cultures in the world prioritize; they don’t let a week go by without the presence of the shake and all the reenergizing and renewal it brings forth. It is their most treasured secret, their fountain of youthful countenance, and their source of vitality. Without it, they would fall into despair and escalating irritability with one another. The shake is their most important truth, their deepest prayer, and their most powerful medicine.

Shaking is the skeleton key that opens the doors to the wild. Whether the Kalahari Bushmen, the Minnesota Ojibway, or the Japanese practitioners of seiki jutsu, the followers of each tradition have a system of beliefs and practices that open a portal to a larger experiential universe, a place where vision and imagination run free. This spiritual universe is the place of the wild. This wild space has many names, including “the unconscious,” or, as some prefer to expand the term, “the collective unconscious.” Here is the realm of systemic webs of infinite patterns of never-ending elaboration and collaboration, as well as the arrows of evolution and devolution. This is the home of the mystic as well as of the old-time naturalist and the new-time shaker.

It is no accident that traditions that seek wild experience also honor the wild in nature. They defend no rigid boundary between the inner wild and the outer wild. Here life becomes fully copresent with death. Into the wild of an ecosystem the shaman goes, fasting for an entry into inner nature. Into the experiential wild the shaman goes, praying for an entry into the truths of the greater ecology. By these ecological truths, I refer to the devoted observation and full sensuous experience of nature in its wild splendor.

The wild is, as Gary Snyder describes it, “elegantly self-disciplined, self-regulating. That’s what wilderness is. Nobody has a management plan for it.” Wilderness is home to the shamans, Quakers, Gnostics, Taoists, yoginis, anarchists, American Indians, alchemists, Bushmen, Shakers, Sufis, Teilhard de Chardin Catholics, biologists, Druids, Zen Buddhists, and Tibetans, among other ecologically enlightened traditions. It is a world and spirituality that hasn’t been reduced to psychological metaphor and explanation. Rather, it maintains a deep respect and awe of the mysteries that are greater than our capacity to understand. This is raw mind and naked wild. In the wild we more readily lose ourselves in order to find ourselves. In this place we trust the wild mind to take care of things. We surrender to its higher authority, higher power, and higher wisdom. In the wild, we are cooked—shaken and baked to become fully integrated parts of the greater community of all living beings.
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I never heard about shaking as a child growing up in Smithville, Missouri. But when I was nineteen years of age, I was unexpectedly hit by an experiential lightning bolt and spontaneously began shaking. I have been shaking now for thirty-six years. I don’t mean to say that I have been shaking without interruption. I shake every time I feel inspired to do so and find it to be the most important medicine in my life. In my autobiography, Bushman Shaman: Awakening the Spirit through Ecstatic Dance, I tell the story of the transforming ecstatic experience that brought forth the shaking. As I walked down a university sidewalk in January of 1971, I felt something very similar to what Mary Slocum experienced in the 1880s. At first, I felt light and calm with a great peace settling in. Within minutes I found a place to sit, and a powerful transformational experience took place.

I felt like a ball of fire became ignited at the bottom of my back. It began to crawl up my spine and send powerful currents of energy throughout my body. That’s when the big shake first came on me. As a boy, I had felt gentle trembling, particularly in the emotional country church services led by my father and grandfather, both preachers of the spirited kind. Several times the trembling in a service pulled me into a spiritual epiphany. But that was nothing compared to what happened during that night at the University of Missouri in Columbia. It was my birth as a shaker.

I felt the inner heat, saw the mystical light, and shook all night. Later I found that all the religions of the world have a word for what had happened to me. It didn’t matter to me whether it was called satori, mystical illumination, or gnostic transmission. All I knew was that it made my heart open, pouring forth an unrestrained love for all living beings and traditions. There was no exclusion in this rapture of my heart and soul. I knew, without a doubt, that it was the greatest experience a human being could ever have.

From that night on, I was able to shake and quake at will. All I had to do was contemplate inspirational thoughts and the shaking would come. I had to learn to cool down the heat and stop the shaking. At times I even removed myself from spiritual reflection, inspiring music, and spirited events. However, when I shook, I was a wild devotee of the big love. I told no one about my shaking or about my initial experience of transformation. But I went to libraries and bookstores to find books that might tell me more about the secret shaking life I had entered.

The first book I found was The Evolutionary Energy in Man, by Gopi Krishna. That’s when I was first introduced to the word kundalini and the tradition of yoga that nourishes its development. On the one hand, I was thrilled to find out that what had happened to me had been experienced by other people. On the other hand, I felt there was too much theory and verbiage going on in the plethora of yoga texts that I surveyed. I believed that if you had a significant kundalini awakening, you would be less interested in philosophical speculation and instead would want to shake into the divine bliss whenever an opportunity presented itself. Why talk about it when you can be it?

For nearly a decade, I shook only privately. Though I was extremely grateful that the shake had come into my life and believed that it was the greatest gift I would ever receive, trying to find its place in the world frustrated me. Where do I go to shake in public? Whom can I share this with? Can I make a living with the shake? I felt like I had the secret to the universe, but I would sound inflated or crazy if I opened my mouth and articulated the enthusiasm I had for shaking ecstasy.

Fortunately, the shake brought with it an inner voice and guiding force. If I shook and listened, I would be given inner guidance. You can call this enriched intuition, spiritual guidance, ancestral help, divine teaching, God’s instruction, channeled directions, or unconscious wisdom. Because it was happening to me with strong authority, I didn’t need a name for it. In fact, naming it seemed to be unnecessary and absurd. I simply knew what would happen when I allowed the trembling to tune in to the right frequency or make a connection.

Following this inner guidance, I became a scholar and learned a way of thinking postulated by the systems theorist Gregory Bateson. That, in turn, led me to the work of a number of radical and creative psychotherapists like Carl Whitaker and Milton Erickson. I became an author of books that teach how to know and act in a way that emphasizes systemic patterns and interconnection rather than discrete objects influenced by simplistic causality. As I became a thinker of circular patterns rather than straight lines, I found that I preferred shaking with others rather than shaking by myself. I discovered that I could shake someone just as Mary Slocum could shake others with her trembling hands. Of course, I hadn’t heard of the Slocums back then. I was just experimenting with the shaking on my own. To my great fortune, my reputation as a scholar of systemic thinking and therapy led to invitations from various universities and institutes throughout the world. Those trips provided an avenue to find shakers in other cultures with whom I could interact.

I went to the Indian reservations of North America and found medicine people who knew about the shake. I became a part of an inner-city African American church where the spirited expression gave rise to shaking and trembling expression. From there I ventured to the African continent, first invited as a visiting professor and later as a field researcher. Before I knew it, I had assembled a network of notable healers and spiritual leaders whose practice was rooted in shaking medicine.

I also became initiated and recognized as a traditional shaman in various cultures throughout the world. Among the Bushmen I was recognized as a n | om-kxao, an owner of spiritual power. In other words, I knew how to shake and administer the shaking medicine. Among the Bushmen I spoke of the Sky God and the trickster gods, while among the Spiritual Baptists of St. Vincent I discussed visionary travel to the spiritual lands through ecstatic movements called ’doption. In Japan I conversed about seiki, their ancient word for the life force, while in the sanctified churches of African Americans I talked about the Holy Ghost that danced us down the aisles. The metaphors and meanings shifted from culture to culture, but the shaking remained the same.

From time to time, I would take a break from my research to speak about these traditions and offer public examples of shaking. I shook in Austin, San Francisco, Chicago, Washington, D.C., New Orleans, New York City, Rio de Janeiro, Johannesburg, Mexico City, Tokyo, and Lausanne, to name a few places. I published a book series entitled Profiles of Healing, described as an encyclopedia of the world’s healing traditions. All in all, from the time I first began shaking until the writing of this book, I spent over thirty-six years pondering the mystery of the shaking medicine.

Wherever I went and whatever I wrote, I wondered how shaking could be reintroduced to the contemporary world. Everything I did was understood as a preparation to someday tell the truths about shaking medicine. Even as I was a director of several doctoral programs in family therapy, a distinguished scholar of cultural studies at a foundation, an author of nearly thirty books, and a teacher of numerous classes, workshops, and keynote addresses, the shaking medicine was at the back of my mind and deep in my heart and soul. I found shaking, whether metaphorical or literal, to be the key to personal and relational transformation. The purpose of this book is to share what I have learned with you.

“How can I know more about the shake and learn how to bring it into my daily life? Does anyone shake in my neighborhood? Where do I go to shake? Has the shake become extinct altogether in our culture, or is it an endangered experience? Who else shakes in the world? What can we learn from them? How long will it take for me to start shaking? Are there different kinds of trembling, shaking, and quaking? Do I need a tutor or teacher who can help me shake? What are the lessons learned in shaking? Will my shaking evolve? Will shaking shake up everything in my life?” These are the questions I will address.

What does it feel like when the shake moves you? It is typically not like being put in one of those hardware store machines that shake a can of paint. You probably are not going to get shaken in that kind of violent fashion, although sometimes the ecstatic shaking can whip you around with great vigor. The shake can be gentle or strong. It can be evenly pulsed or it can be syncopated, or polyrhythmic. It can affect a part of your body or the whole of your body. There are as many outcomes and ways of being shaken as there are ways the body can express itself.

When you receive the shake, there are many possible experiences that accompany it. You may experience any of these outcomes:

Highly charged excitement

Simultaneous sense of deep relaxation and heightened arousal

Vibrating, prickling, or tingling sensations; sensations of energy or electricity-like currents circulating throughout the body

Intense heat or cold

Muscle twitches and involuntary body movements: jerking, tremors, quaking, and shaking

Desire to move into an unusual body posture

Awareness of an inner force moving inside you or an inner voice that provides guidance

Feeling of being high (“drunk from the shake”)

Intensified sexual desires

Increased heartbeat

Spontaneous emotional expression such as laughing or weeping

Improvised vocalizations

Hearing inner sounds like bees buzzing, drumming, moving water or wind, roaring, whooshing, thunder, ringing, and music

Altered states of consciousness; expanded awareness, trance, or mystical experience

Blissful feelings in the head, particularly the crown area

Pervasive and indescribable ecstatic bliss

Intensified feelings of love, peace, and compassion

Visionary and out-of-body experiences and imagined body flight

Belief that you are acquiring a healing power

Stimulation of the desire for creative expression

Deepened understanding of life; enlightenment, conversion, or transcendent experiences

Any of these experiences can take place when the shaking medicine enters your body. It can happen within seconds or minutes of being shaken. Experienced shakers can sometimes bring about a dramatic impact within ten seconds of the time their trembling hands touch another person. I have witnessed as well as performed this many times. Here’s a personal description of how the shake was first experienced by Don Wright, a psychotherapist who attended a demonstration with me in New Mexico. In his words:

When I hugged him I realized that he was trembling throughout his body. He began to place his hand on my chest, grab and squeeze me, and push me in various ways with an unbelievably high energy. At the same time he was producing strange wind/jungle/animal sounds interspersed with bursts of excited exclamations in an unidentifiable primitive sounding language and in a voice that did not seem to be his own.

I am not sure how long this experience lasted because I seemed to have entered a dream-like state of consciousness, but when he finally stopped I realized that I was extremely energized and vibrantly experiencing myself and everything around me. I felt as if I was almost floating and wanted to move my body with speed and precision. All of my senses were intensified. I recognized this condition as being similar to Ki activation that I had learned to do and utilize in Aikido training. The difference was that the intensity of this energy was magnitudes beyond what I had previously experienced or even imagined could be.

This kind of experience happens on a weekly basis in those communities around the world that are fortunate to have group gatherings of shaking as part of their schedules. Although the entry into shaking medicine is greatly enhanced with the presence of an experienced shaker, there are other ways to bring forth the shake into your life. I will discuss solo practices that can help awaken the shake and present some strategies for bringing relational shaking into your life.

There is no one right way to shake or to learn how to bring shaking medicine 
into your life. You must experiment, tinker, and try a variety of approaches 
that aim to awaken your shaking. A faithful commitment to trial-and-error learning will help bring forth the shaking. You can also look for places where shaking is taking place already, such as ecstatic dances and sanctified African American churches. You can allow those social gatherings to get some shaking started in your body.

When you begin trembling and shaking, remember that the first appearance of the shake is like your first day in school. You have the rest of your life to learn more about the vitality, health, transformation, and mystery that shaking medicine can help deliver.

As you enter the shake, you may start asking, “What causes the shake? What makes my body tingle?” Cultures throughout the world have made their own hypotheses and created their own names for what they assume is a force behind the shake. They generally propose that there is a universal life force that we can tap in to, and that its energy brings forth the shaking and all the other energetic outcomes. In China the name for this hypothesized energy is chi or qi. It is called ki in Japan, n | om among the Kalahari Bushmen, tumpinyeri mooroop among some Aboriginal Australians, prana in India, yesod by Jewish kabbalists, Holy Spirit by Christians, baraka by Sufis, manitou by the Ojibway, and ha 
in Hawaii. Among many indigenous people it is simply referred to as “medicine.”

It doesn’t matter to me what hypothesis or name one believes is the force or cause or pattern behind the spirited expression of our bodies. To argue whether there is a universal life force is to open a neverending debate. What we can agree upon is that there is such a thing as an aroused, excited body that displays spirited conduct, ranging from tingling to trembling to shaking. Furthermore, we can observe that the aroused body is accompanied by ecstatic experience that is capable of renewing and transforming our lives. I invite you to shake without being concerned about whether it is chi, ki, Holy Spirit, or kundalini. If you happen to believe in one of those notions, then go right ahead and nurture the belief as a way of intensifying the experience. Perhaps you benefit from believing in and using all the different beliefs and names. That is also all right. As they say in Trinidad, particularly among those who belong to as many as five different religions, “The more roads to heaven you take, the better chance you have of getting there.” But if any of these 
names or beliefs distract you from getting on with the shaking, then simply move forward without any attachment to a particular hypothesis and shake for shaking’s sake.

In general, we find that whenever the shake is set forth in a culture, the community gathered around its expression has to decide what to do with it. Is it given a positive or negative meaning? Is an institutional structure built around it or is it banned to the margins of the cultural underground? The following chapters discuss how different cultures have tried to give meaning to the shake and how they have managed and orchestrated its expression in social settings. The beliefs that surround the shake contribute to the way the shake is subsequently performed and experienced.

Religious traditions that witness the shake often forbid its unrestrained improvisational performance, demanding that it be controlled through certain practices and ritualistic conduct. In these cases, the meaning of an ecstatic body expression is connoted by the religious authorities, taking advantage of their social position in the religious institution to maintain the hierarchical relations among its members. For Pentecostals, only certain kinds of tremors and shakes are seen as sanctified, while other choreographed movements offer evidence of the need for exorcism. In a different part of the religious world, the practitioners of kundalini yoga in India are also aware of the shake. They assert that kundalini, the name they use to indicate a mysterious force behind the shaking, can get out of control and cause emotional and physical harm. Practitioners must therefore submit to the disciplined teachings of ideological restraints and physical poses to avoid harm and to keep the energy and the social hierarchy under control.

In the Kalahari, one’s shaking typically arises in group interaction and is free to dance itself out. Bushman shamans, who arguably know the most about shaking medicine, are easily able to awaken and arouse their bodies to serve the purpose of putting the shake into others. Their trembling hands and bodies touch other people’s bodies with the aim of bringing the trembling and the shake into them. To an outsider, transmitting the shake from one person to another may look like a game of tag in which the shake is passed from one body to the next. It surely looked like this when Mary Slocum touched one person after another with her shaking hands and the trembling was found to be contagious. The passing on of the shake is clearly visible when Bushman shamans get together. One shaman passes the shake to another shaman and to anyone else who is open and receptive and appropriately ready to receive it.

It is important to recognize that the person receiving a shake must be willing to be moved by it. If there is resistance, then the shake will not influence. But if there is openness, a readiness for being shaken, the shaman’s trembling hands have the ability to transmit the shake. If a Bushman shaman’s hands hold your body and the shake comes into you, vibrating you through and through, you may fall into the shaking medicine. In the same way, if your body stands in the sound waves of spirited music and rhythm, you may be moved into the shaking medicine. Or if you simply stand under a tree, a leaf or two may fall and move your body to find the healing pulse, the movement that restores you into wholeness.

A trembling leaf in the wind teaches the trembling hand in a Bushman dance. Both surrender to the elegant wholeness called nature and the minding of its business, which includes our business. When the Zen archer releases the bow, it is the same order of decision made by nature when it decides to drop a leaf off a tree branch. It isn’t a purposefully forced drop, and nor is it “not dropped.” The dropping is akin to a natural breath moved by the whole that is life. The dropping of the leaf teaches us how to shake. We cannot find the shaking medicine by forcing our bodies to shake. Our shake must be a Zen release of the arrow, a nature-all way of movement.

The mission ahead of you requires a surrender of the attempts both to be still and to be shaken. We must patiently wait to be caught by the medicine. We cannot take this medicine. The medicine waits to take us. It is as if our bodies have invisible strings attached to all our joints. In the hands of a puppeteer, the strings can be pulled and make us dance. We just move with it, not resisting, not anticipating, and never falling out of step with its lead. We face an interesting dilemma. While there is no important knowledge about the shake that can be acquired outside of the shake, we must do everything possible to be ready to be shaken. Our learning is nothing more than a learning to be ready, willing, and able to be moved in a spirited way.

As the Zen teachers sometimes say, teachers can do little more than make the arrangements for an accident. These accidents trip you over your habituated actions and beliefs, stilling things for a moment, and in that moment when the world stops, a breeze waits ready to move you, dance you, and embrace you with the many arms of Shiva’s shake. The stories, ideas, and directives of this book aim to help you become ready to be shaken. They both intensify and illuminate your hidden hunger and thirst for a spirited life. They are servants to the shakings, quakings, and tremblings of the gods. All of this is offered, though nothing will be said that hasn’t already been said. You are being introduced to the shaking medicine, the oldest and newest cure on Earth.

Years ago, I received a phone call from a woman who was a medical researcher at the Mayo Clinic, in Rochester, Minnesota. She told me about her daughter, a young gymnast who had received knee surgery. She had been an award-winning competitor, but two years after the surgery, she was still unable to compete. Although the best doctors at the Mayo Clinic had worked with her, they were startled to find that after she recovered from surgery, she was unable to perform a forward somersault. She was sent to various clinical departments, from surgery to physical rehabilitation to psychiatry. Among other things, her therapists made her a personalized audiocassette that guided her through some visualization exercises before her gymnastic routine.

No matter what they tried, nothing worked. For two years, she found herself unable to complete her routine. The Mayo Clinic gave up and suggested that perhaps she try an alternative approach, such as hypnosis. The girl’s parents subsequently went on a search to find an alternative treatment for their daughter and were given the name of the Milton H. Erickson Foundation in Phoenix, Arizona, a center world renowned for hypnosis and innovative work in psychotherapy. After the director of the foundation listened to her story, he recommended that they have a meeting with me.

When the young gymnast, by now a college student, came to my office, I told her about shaking medicine. I gently shook her knee and taught her a simple exercise that would bring some spontaneous movement into her body. In that first session, her knee began to tingle, and she said that for some unknown reason, she couldn’t stop thinking about a special box her grandmother had once given her. I suggested that she be on the lookout for a dream in which she encounters this box. The very next night she dreamed of the box and heard a voice tell her to open it. She did, and found that it held a tiny snake, all coiled up. It didn’t frighten her, but it made her curious. We discussed how some cultures depict the snake as a symbol of the force behind the body’s ability to tingle, tremble, shake, and move. She was pleased with this idea.

She continued shaking her body, and the dreams continued during the next week. One night she dreamed of being near the edge of a canyon. There she turned into a cloud and was able to fly over the canyon and a nearby forest. I asked her to choose the most important word with which she could remember that dream. She replied, “Cloud,” and said that this word captured her feeling of being weightless and able to fly without effort.

In another dream, she saw herself in a gymnastic competition performing her routine with absolute perfection. She chose to name that dream “My Desired Reality,” 
to capture the essence and ecstasy she experienced in it. Together, we 
constructed a sentence that would capture the dreams that had been brought forth 
by her shaking practice. The sentence was: “When you see the coiled snake, know 
that some will see fear, while you see the secret to life, the life force, and 
shaking energy that turns you into a weightless cloud and effortlessly moves you 
to your desired reality.”

She agreed to carry this sentence with her and to focus on it immediately before performing her gymnastic routine. The very next evening she performed for the first time in three years. She placed in two of her events and led her team to first place.

Shaking medicine has the power to move your body and your dreams. It awakens your body to bring forth the teaching, healing, well-being, and transformation it desires. Although the word cure usually refers to remedies and treatments that help make us healthy, it also refers to a transformational process. In the sciences, cure means to change the physical, chemical, or electrical properties of a material, doing so through heat, pressure, or catalysts, so as to make the material more stable, durable, and usable. Similarly, when we say that we are cured, we mean that our health has become stronger, more enduring, and more usable in everyday life. Shaking medicine cures us in this regard. It stimulates health and it transforms us to be more capable of full-spirited participation in life.

Sometimes people ask me why their lives have been filled with so much struggle and suffering. I often respond, “Because you are being cured and seasoned to be a fine offering to life’s dinner table.” I remind them of how fruit, vegetables, and meat are cured and how dishes are seasoned to preserve the finest qualities and enhance the taste. I even mention that the concrete used to make sidewalks and highways must be cured in order for it to be strong, enabling travelers to reach their destination. We go on to discuss how the heat and pressure of suffering are necessary to cure and season us. The greater the pressure and heat of our experience, the more likely we are to become a unique and valuable presence in the world, more able to reach our destiny.

Shaking is the oldest cure. For many of us, it is also the newest cure. Shaking seasons and cures our experience. Whatever has happened to us, both the ups and the downs, can be mixed and shaken, allowing the existential catalytic processes to do their job. I like to say that shaking bodies provide a way in which we “shake and bake” our lives. We need to be baked in order to become risen, resilient, and transformed.

You’ve heard it said that when the student is ready for the teaching, the perfect teacher arrives. I suggest that the teacher, coach, mentor, or guide you have been waiting for is the leadership of your own body. Ask it to move and direct you. Submit yourself to the ancient way of the shaking wisdom that inspires body, mind, and soul. Join with the many traditions that have honored the importance of the shake. Shake yourself into the life you were born to live.
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THE CYCLE OF HEALING

Ecstatic Arousal and Deep Relaxation

Ecstatic trembling and shaking are the natural expressions of a spirited body. They indicate a process of heightened arousal that contributes to the body’s way of bringing forth self-corrective healing, well-being, and transformation. Our past enthusiasm for the therapeutic benefits of stillness, quiet, and relaxation has too often overlooked their complementary partner—the arousal of the mind, body, and soul. Whether through charged physical movement, hyperstimulation, or escalated fervor, human beings can benefit from aroused states of being as much as they do from stable occasions of rest. The next paradigm for healing and medicine will be based upon an awareness and advocacy of the whole cycle of healing—an alternating movement between ecstatic arousal and deep relaxation.

Before setting forth a whole paradigm of healing, let’s reexamine the side that is already well known—the practice of meditation and deep relaxation.

Meditation probably began in the original hunter-gatherer societies as people entered into altered states of consciousness while staring at the flames of their fires. Then, over five thousand years ago, the disciplined practice of meditation was described in the Indian scriptures, or tantras. Yoga, which explored the cosmos through inner vision, elaborated on the meditative practice through the use of specialized body postures. Buddha entered the scene around 500 b.c. and became one of the world’s greatest proponents of meditation. Other cultures and countries continued to create different forms of understanding and practicing meditation.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the (then) relatively foreign practice of meditation was brought to American soil by the transcendental meditation (TM) movement. Under the leadership of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, some ten thousand TM practitioners, mostly young people, were inspired to become teachers. Many had first heard of him as a result of his famed influence on the Beatles. To their surprise, they were instructed to cut their long hair, throw away their jeans, and stop taking drugs. It has been argued that by appearing conservative, the movement was able to reach the young people’s parents as well. The TM movement’s literature convinced even more people to start the practice of meditation. It claimed that meditation was beneficial, easy, fun, and quick. By the mid-1970s, over half a million Americans had learned TM. It was taught in schools, businesses, drug rehabilitation centers, and the armed forces.

TM was marketed to business, academic, and professional communities and had 
its own university. The teaching of meditation became standardized, beginning 
with free introductory lectures. If a person decided to sign up for further 
instruction, he or she went forward with a personal interview and was given a 
mantra, a specially selected sound or word that was supposed to be kept secret 
and never spoken aloud. The student was then taught to use the mantra in 
meditation. The next three teaching sessions took place as group meetings in 
which students received coaching and more information about the practical 
details and benefits of meditation. The program was set up to encourage seven 
progressively advancing states of consciousness, ending with the highest 
mystical realization that “we are all one and the same.”

In 1978, an American legal court decided that TM constituted a religion. 
Although TM used scientific research to advocate the benefits associated with 
meditating, it was arguably a thinly disguised version of a Hindu spiritual 
practice. At about this time, a team of researchers at Stanford University 
reported that those “who simply relaxed twice daily for fifteen or twenty 
minutes, using no mantra at all or repeating a mock mantra, found comfort in the 
experience that did not differ significantly from what the meditators found.”1 
The stage was set for medical authorities to take over and define the benefits 
associated with meditation as natural consequences of the “relaxation response.”

The leading voice presenting the efficacy of meditation for health was Dr. Herbert Benson. His research at Harvard University was widely published, and he contributed to such journals as Scientific American and the American Journal of Physiology. His popular book The Relaxation Response led the best-seller lists in the mid-1970s, and is still widely read throughout the world. He showed that meditation brought about physiological outcomes that were the opposite of those brought on by stress. In particular, meditation decreased the heart rate, respiratory rate, blood pressure, oxygen consumption, metabolism, and muscle tension, and slowed down bioelectrical brain waves.

The paradigm set forth by Dr. Benson is based upon not only his research, but also that of the Swiss Nobel laureate Dr. Walter R. Hess. Benson found that the relaxation response brought about by meditation is attributable to two factors: (1) repetition of a word, sound, phrase, prayer, or simple action; and (2) a passive disregard of the everyday thoughts that inevitably enter our minds. He stripped down meditation to its simplest ingredients and proposed a relaxation exercise involving these steps:


	Select a focus word, short phrase, or prayer based upon your belief system, whether secular or religious (such as “The Lord is my shepherd,” “shalom,” “peace,” “love and light,” “enter the stillness,” or “deeply relax”).

	Sit comfortably and quietly.

	Close your eyes.

	Progressively relax your muscles, starting with your feet, and moving upward to your calves, thighs, abdomen, shoulders, neck, and head.

	Breathe slowly and naturally. Say your focus word, sound, phrase, or prayer, doing so silently as you exhale.

	Assume a passive attitude and don’t worry about your performance. When thoughts enter, give them no importance and return to your repetition.

	Continue this for ten to twenty minutes.

	At the end of the exercise, sit quietly for a moment or two, allowing thoughts to return. Open your eyes and patiently wait another minute before gently standing.

	Practice the technique one or two times a day, preferably before breakfast and dinner.



Dr. Benson’s work was one of many research studies carried out on meditation. Over five hundred papers have been published in over one hundred scientific journals, authored by scientists at over two hundred research institutions and universities, in over twenty countries. Interestingly, Benson’s original research subjects were TM practitioners, and they approached him to conduct the research. Benson found that the beneficial effects of using a mantra could be brought forth using words that had nothing to do with Hinduism. He even tried using the phrase “Coca-Cola.” His research and popular book demonstrated that some spiritual practices, including meditation or prayer, have clear health benefits regardless of whether their religious proposals are true. He successfully moved meditation from an exclusive spiritual practice to a health care practice. In other words, your health can benefit from prayer and meditation whether or not God exists.

When research convincingly showed improved performance brought about by stress reduction, it wasn’t long until one of the world’s oldest spiritual practices became a panacea. Today’s physicians and medical researchers believe that stress, which triggers the fight-or-flight response, causes or exacerbates a wide variety of medical disorders. The relaxation response, which is the opposite of the fight-or-flight response, is held as effective in helping alleviate and prevent these stress-related disorders. This is subsequently regarded as the physiological basis behind the many mind-body practices that have been historically used to heal hypertension, cardiac conditions, chronic pain, insomnia, anxiety, moderate depression, anger and hostility, irritable bowel syndrome, premenstrual syndrome, and infertility, to mention a few. It is no surprise that over sixty percent of U.S. medical schools teach relaxation techniques. Relaxation therapy is now recommended in standard medical textbooks, and a majority of family practitioners use it in their private practices.

By the 1980s, many corporations and social institutions had a stress-management expert on their staff, and the popular self-help enterprises were proliferating. John Gray, who had been highly involved in the TM movement in the seventies, left to start his own relationship-help offerings. He stopped talking about “flying sutras,” a so-called levitation technique taught at the TM Iowa campus, and started talking about men and women from Mars and Venus. Deepak Chopra, an unknown endocrinologist in the mid-1980s, was chosen by Maharishi to head his Ayurvedic medicine program. He left this position to lecture on similar topics under the management of his own teaching business.

Maharishi publicly emphasized that meditation was not a religion, and that people did not have to change their personal beliefs to use it. Because he used the metaphors and authority of science, few could resist deeming his contributions important. Although he frequently used scientific sources to describe the benefits of meditation and sometimes held court with Hans Seyle, the foremost expert on stress at the time, his true aim was never anything less than a spiritual regeneration of the entire world.

In Japan there is an old saying: For every truth, the opposite is also true. This adage points to the natural complementarities that frame our lives, from yin and yang, to left and right, to up and down. For the paradigm of healing, we are reminded that relaxation and arousal are two complementary sides of the whole healing response. Stated differently, health and well-being arise from the interplay of activity and rest. We have long known the benefits of moderate exercise and gentle rest, and with the study of meditation, we recognized the importance of deep stillness and relaxation. Now it is time to examine the place of heightened arousal in the scheme of things related to health.

Practically speaking, we are accustomed to the rejuvenation provided by a good nap or a period of rest. When we are tired, we want to take a time-out. When we feel overstressed, we want to be still and get away from activity. However, there are times when rest and stillness don’t help our feeling of being rundown. We may feel low on energy and apathetic about daily life. We feel as if we need an infusion of energy, a revitalization of our body, mind, and spirit. In such times, we require zest rather than rest.
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