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“Heart-centered living has been failing in the Western-influenced world with dire consequences for us and the earth. Nixa takes us on a journey that becomes a self-help manual for reviving our human nature through the deliberative and intuitive nurturing of our heart minds. In the process, we learn to rebalance our minds and center our spirits in life more broadly, opening ourselves to our unique gifts. It’s a book for anyone ready to move forward toward self and community transformation.”

DARCIA NARVAEZ, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY AT THE UNIVERSITY 
OF NOTRE DAME AND AUTHOR OF NEUROBIOLOGY AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN 
MORALITY

“With metaphor and poetic prose Nixa describes practical exercises, to which everyone can relate, for implementing the ancient wisdom of complementarity both within ourselves and in the world around us. Enjoy the read, follow the guidelines, and feel the joy of legacy you can start ‘leaving in your wake.’”

FOUR ARROWS (DON TRENT JACOBS, ED.D., PH.D.), AMERICAN INDIAN 
ACTIVIST AND AUTHOR OF PRIMAL AWARENESS, TEACHING TRULY, AND POINT OF 
DEPARTURE

“Nixa’s lovely book offers both an inspirational and grounded approach that requires embracing the ‘four shamanic steps of hearing, honoring, acting, and protecting as core requirements’ on the navigational path of the heart.”

LINDA STAR WOLF, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF VENUS RISING ASSOCIATION FOR 
TRANSFORMATION AND AUTHOR OF SHAMANIC BREATHWORK AND VISIONARY 
SHAMANISM

“Jeff Nixa has created a valuable spiritual field manual for discovering and attending to our inner growth work. His ability to combine the practices of core shamanism with leading-edge spiritual psychology comes from his many years of serving from the heart. If you follow Jeff’s practices and programs you will experience greater ease and freedom in your life as a result of expanded consciousness and the awakening of your dormant gifts, strengths, and talents. Every page of this essential book is filled with the love he exudes in all of his work.”

MICHAEL STONE, HOST OF KMVR’S CONVERSATIONS AND THE SHIFT 
NETWORK’S SHAMANISM GLOBAL SUMMIT

“The Lost Art of Heart Navigation acts as an insightful guide for the journey home to one’s authentic self. It explores how the path of the shaman reconnects each of us with our soul, personal empowerment, and sacred creativity. This book is heartfelt, innovative, and greatly needed at this time.”

ANNA CARIAD-BARRETT, D.MIN., AUTHOR OF SHAMANIC WISDOM FOR 
PREGNANCY AND PARENTHOOD AND COAUTHOR OF SACRED MEDICINE OF BEE, 
BUTTERFLY, EARTHWORM, AND SPIDER

“The brain is loaded with neurotransmitters but so is the heart. In this remarkable book, Jeff D. Nixa helps his readers follow the path of the heart, a route well known to tribal shamans but one all but ignored in the modern world. Drawing upon ancient wisdom as well as the work of contemporary Jungian psychotherapists, Nixa provides exercises, rituals, and tools that are informative, visionary, and—most important—transformational.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF THE VOICE OF ROLLING 
THUNDER

“Relying on the wisdom of helper spirits, Jeff Nixa has designed The Lost Art of Heart Navigation to serve as a guide for those of us seeking purpose and meaning in our lives. With valuable tools such as breathing meditations, guided imagery, and outdoor moving meditation Jeff leads us through the challenges of modern life and into our own heart path. Join me on the adventure of saying yes to our heart’s invitations!”

TERRI HEBERT, ED.D., ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF SCIENCE EDUCATION AT 
INDIANA UNIVERSITY



Foreword

This book that you hold in your hands is a tremendous resource, packed with lineage wisdom from shamanism, Jungian psychology, and multiple strands of influence. It is aimed at providing you, the reader or student of shamanism, with a solid base of information, principles, and powerful practices that will transform your life if you take advantage of them. The real creative genius of this book is the way it weaves so many useful sources and resources into a practical manual that is highly accessible and user friendly for the beginner and useful for the professional practitioner as well. I wish I’d had such a manual for my own clients and apprentices early on. It takes a lot of creative thinking and intuition to write a book like this.

Jeff Nixa has honored me in this book, as his first teacher on the shamanic heart path, and in doing so has honored my own traditions and lineages, the Quechua Taita Iachak and the Cherokee path of my own teachers, but also other teachers and traditions Jeff has become exposed to and experientially worked with. These include the modern Mexican Toltec system and the Lakota Red Road wisdom, as well as mentoring in soul retrieval and leadership with renowned shamanic practitioner Sandra Ingerman. Jeff ’s own interest in a contemplative life, and in wild nature, finds expression outside shamanism in his Zen meditation and his love of the life and work of the Trappist monk Thomas Merton. Jeff has conducted many contemplative retreats, and Gethsemani Abbey and the fruit of all of these influences are woven into this book as well.

When I had the privilege of meeting Jeff, he came to Crows Nest Center for Shamanic Studies in the southwest Michigan woodlands near Dowagiac. We had what I call a fire talk, which is a heart-to-heart talk around or near a sacred fire. We connected with the sacred fire, and then moved to my little guest cabin in the Crows Nest forest. After we were comfortably seated on the cabin’s porch, Jeff said he wasn’t sure why he had come to the center. But he knew something in him was curious about it and what we did here. So I asked him to tell me about his life, and I asked the two very powerful and strategic core questions that helped us cut to the root.

The first question was: What kind of life do you really want? Once Jeff had laid this out and made it relatively clear, I then asked: What seems to be in the way of this? Jeff replied to these questions by telling me he had been something of a career gypsy: he had been a lawyer, a hospital chaplain working with the sick and dying, and a massage therapist. But he had always felt restless, a feeling of not quite being on the beam of his precise calling. I could sense, from what he said, that he wanted to do something spiritual and connected with healing, a component of which would be contemplative and yet also involve nature. I didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to feel the path Jeff was unconsciously groping toward might indeed be that of a shamanic life and a shamanic way of practice. More deeply, I gleaned from Jeff ’s story that he was restlessly searching for a path that would be a homecoming to his true self and a solidly felt sense that he was doing and living what he was here for.

I could also sense Jeff ’s gifts, intelligence, and great potential. I felt he was a little too centered in the head, however, and that his powerful intellect, shaped as it had been by his training as an attorney and chaplain, had led him to make life decisions based in security rather than in inspiration and inner guidance.

The shamanic heart psychology teaches us that the intellect has no idea what we are here for or what we really want. It is the heart that guides us in these matters. I could see that what would help Jeff would be a shifting of the crown from his head to the heart, with his mind as its servant. I thus invited Jeff to a vision quest. As I was talking about this, a doe and her baby fawn walked by the cabin porch. This seemed synchronistic not only for the obvious coupling of the doe and fawn, which the doe was mentoring, but also because the symbol of the deer is associated with shamanism and the heart (hart).

Thus it was that Jeff made a big “act of power” by deciding to go on the vision quest with us on South Manitou Island and enter into an apprenticeship at the center.

After the vision quest, Jeff employed his creative ability as a storyteller to air a story on a local NPR radio station in which he talked about his quest and how he had shared it with his family around the dinner table in a language that was clear enough for them to get the crux of the vision. I took note of the power of his storytelling gifts, his talent for forming user-friendly analogies, and I immediately saw beyond Jeff ’s abilities as a healer to his potential for teaching and leadership at this early stage of our relationship.

Over the next six years Jeff surrendered to initiation and study. He went through two certification programs, one in shamanic counseling and one in Sacred Breathwork—a very powerful form of holotropic healing in a shamanic community and ritual context. Jeff learned many things during his time at Crows Nest, including much about sacred ceremonies, shamanic journeying, shamanic dreamwork, due ritual process and leadership, shamanic counseling skills involving the heart, otherwise known as the navigational guidance system (NGS) of the heart, how to listen for what is felt but not said, and so on. He learned the Four Acts of Power for concretely embodying your archetype and its vision in the world. He studied diligently, and I could see him applying it all to himself and then to his client work. He also developed and successfully grew his shamanic counseling practice.

I felt honored to witness him progressively shift the center of his living and creativity from his head to his heart. As he did so it was clear that he was coming home to his true self and thriving because he was following his navigational guidance system and continually living the Four Acts of Power, of which this book is proof.

Jeff continually applied what he learned to himself, courageously doing his own initiatory wounded healer work and moving into an advanced stage of apprenticeship centering on leadership skills. Jeff became a respected Crows Nest elder, known as a wise, solid, and generously accessible presence with a big heart, and everyone in the community loved and trusted him. He came to facilitate our powerful Sacred Breathwork ceremonies and journeyed with me to the Peruvian Amazon to study plant medicines and enrich his knowledge through learning about Amazonian shamanism.

I am delighted to recommend to you this book and Jeff Nixa as a shamanic healer and teacher. I know that whoever comes to Jeff for guidance, soul healing, or a workshop or retreat is in the steadiest of hands, for Jeff has a heart full of love, empathy, and compassion and a clear mind filled with wisdom. The reader will find that this book is chock-full of stories, examples, analogies, autobiographical vignettes, and step-by-step instructions. It is a multilevel tapestry that reflects the creative synthesis of a variety of important shamanic topics organized around the central theme of the Heart Path and how living from it brings forth your true self, with vision, love, and service.

Jeff has been among the very best of my apprentices worldwide, and I know he is a real gift to the world as a shamanic healer and teacher in his own right. I know you will be blessed to receive his teachings.

C. MICHAEL SMITH, PH.D.

C. MICHAEL (MIKKAL) 
SMITH is a practicing psychologist trained in medical anthropology and Jungian psychology. Through his teaching membership, the Cercle de Sagesse, he has worked for many years with more than one hundred forty shamans from eighty-five indigenous cultures. He is the author of the acclaimed books Jung and Shamanism in Dialogue and Psychotherapy and the Sacred, for which he won a NAAP Gradiva Award in 1996.

He is also the director of the Crows Nest Centers for Shamanic Studies, which are teaching-learning communities operating in several countries. They originated in southwest Michigan before spreading to France, Belgium, Switzerland, and South Africa. The Crows Nest mission is to mentor and train individuals called to a shamanic life. Its overarching goal is to offer initiatory and powerful healing rites of passage and to offer shamanic counseling and leadership skills. In so doing, it imparts the basic principles of an Earth-honoring shamanic Path of the Heart and helps each individual develop their true self and creative potential and put it to service in the world. The very center of this work is to see that each apprentice is thoroughly grounded in the shamanic heart psychology and an Earth-honoring spiritual practice. Crows Nest International fosters the vessels of learning-healing communities, which provide the necessary support, challenge, and containment for individuals to rapidly transform. 
http://crowsnestshamanism.com/blog.



INTRODUCTION

Calling Down the Song for Your Life

I wasn’t looking for a shaman. I didn’t know anything about shamanism or the growing interest in indigenous healing worldwide. I am not a Native American, and my great-grandmother was not a Cherokee princess. My Christian upbringing, schooling, and graduate theological training did not address shamanism. In thirty years of work in the best medical centers in the world, I never heard the word shaman mentioned once.

Then one day in May of 2009 as a client was getting off my massage table, I asked if she had any plans for the weekend.

“I’m going to go see a shaman,” she said, “up near Dowagiac.”

“A shaman?” I asked her. “Like a medicine man?”

“He’s a psychologist,” she replied, “and a shamanic healer.”

I got his name, Mikkal, and called him up. “I’m not exactly sure why I’m calling you,” I said, “but I’m curious about your work.” He welcomed me to his home for a visit.

I drove up the gravel road to Mikkal’s wooded property and parked next to a rustic structure I assumed was his house. A small fire was burning in a well-used fire pit carved in the earth, surrounded by a careful pattern of stones. He greeted me on the porch, and we walked down through the woods to a little cabin facing a magnificent old tree. As the sun dropped through the trees, we sat on the porch and talked in a relaxed fashion.

Mikkal listened intently to my story of lifelong spiritual searching and my struggle to balance work, family, community involvements, and fitness routines with the needs of my aging mother. I was surprised how quickly I felt comfortable with the man, and as it grew dark I shared that throughout my life I often felt I was not living the life I was supposed to be living, as if there was something different waiting for me. But what? After law and then hospital chaplaincy, I was on my third professional career and tired of big changes.

During a pause in our conversation I looked out to see a stately doe step out of the forest directly in front of us, followed a few moments later by a gangly little fawn. Mikkal acted as if this was the most ordinary occurrence. “You might want to consider doing a vision quest,” he said, gazing at the deer.

By the time we finished talking, I had agreed to participate in a traditional wilderness vision quest Mikkal was leading in northern Michigan. During that week in August, after two days and nights of fasting from food and water on a remote island beach, a vision came to me that changed my life. Subsequently, Mikkal accepted me into his shamanic apprenticeship program that fall, and I began learning the program for personal healing and life change that he called the Path of the Heart.

The focus of his teaching that fall was shamanic counseling skills. With my background in pastoral counseling, combined with my love of the outdoors, my concerns about climate change, and my personal search for meaning, I instantly recognized the treasure I had found in this healing methodology, which addressed all three of my biggest concerns at once:


	A methodology for finding my purpose and way in life, my way “home”

	A deep, intuitive, strength-based model for helping others, based in soul and our spiritual connection with nature

	An Earth-honoring worldview that directly relates human health and happiness to the health of and balance of the living Earth



This book describes the core principles and practices of the Path of the Heart. Rooted in the Earth-honoring spiritual ways of our indigenous ancestors, the Heart Path blends ancient shamanism and modern depth psychology to help you uncover your core vision or purpose, conquer the fear barriers that stand in the way of that vision, and become a shamanic shapeshifter of your life. In these pages you will learn to access your spiritual core directly, clear out old emotional wounding patterns, retrieve vital energy, and become an artist of the soul. You will learn the shaman’s art of connecting directly with spirit to navigate by the great “Heart of Everything That Is.” You will learn of the powerful teachers I have studied with, including Mikkal, Sandra Ingerman, faculty of the Foundation for Shamanic Studies, spiritual elders of the Oglala Lakota people, plant-spirit medicine of the Amazon jungle, and, of course, my own helper spirits.

These pages are packed with introductory tools, which include penetrating core questions, shamanic journeys, recapitulation practices, dreamwork, outdoor ceremonies, artistic expression, and mindfulness practices—all supported by engaging client case studies and stories from my own journey. By the time you have reached the end of this book, you will have learned the following:


	What shamanism is and how it relates to modern religion, psychology, and Native American cultures

	How to connect with the spirits of animals, plants, and trees for personal healing, guidance, and support

	How to make a shamanic journey into the spirit world, find a power animal or helper spirit, and journey for guidance on particular life problems

	How to seek a shamanic vision for your life

	How to use the navigational system of your heart to turn that vision into reality

	How to distinguish the guidance of your heart from passing moods and fleeting emotions

	How to overcome the barriers that block the life you really want to be living

	How to bring your life’s unique gift and power into the real world



Of all these objectives, the main thing is to find out what you are here for. When you get clear on this, you will understand what your medicine is for the world. You will know your unique path, your way of being, your “angel mission” on Earth. You will be able to call down the song for your life that is yours and no one else’s. This is the most important thing, and this entire book is devoted to helping you figure out how to do this and make it so.

There couldn’t be a better time to be learning these practices. Our people and our planet are in big trouble. We are so distracted with busyness and urgent but unimportant demands on our attention that we cannot stop and listen to the guidings from our soul, causing us to suffer from soul loss and “hurry sickness.” Earth is sick too, suffering the consequences of our consumer lifestyle, which is poisoning and depleting our natural resources. We turn to our doctors for relief but discover modern medicine to be incomplete in both its perception of illness and the tools required for healing. We discover that our consumer culture does not have a core economic or political system that values a sustainable balance with nature. Even our churches can seem oddly detached from the ecospiritual crisis around us, focused as they are on issues like sexuality, scripture proofing, and personal sin and salvation to the exclusion of the global environment we depend on for life itself.

Our modern way of being in the world is unsustainable. Our thinking and living will have to be closer to that of indigenous people, understanding that we don’t just have an economic, military, or political role in world but also an ecological role in the whole web of life.

This book contains the medicine that is missing from our lives and social institutions. Rooted in the forgotten Earth-honoring spiritual ways of our own ancestors, you will find here a personal healing path with teeth; a spirituality that is ecological and concerned with all your vital parts: body, soul, nature, and the greater spirit world.

Compared to conventional medicine and psychotherapy, the shamanic approach to happiness and health is fast, inexpensive, and free of pharmaceutical side effects. It penetrates quickly to the core of the pertinent presenting issue or issues, and then puts the primary means of healing directly into your own hands rather than creating dependency upon a doctor, therapist, pastor, or spiritual guru. The Path of the Heart is an “open-source” wisdom path, uncompromised by personal, financial, or institutional interests. For the price of this book, you will get priceless, time-tested wisdom and information gathered from the best modern teachers of these ancient traditions around the world.

My entire life has led to the writing of this book and I teach what I know: how to break the paralysis of uncertainty and stagnation, retrieve your soul, get clear on your life purpose, and then make the real changes necessary to live that life. I have been on a restless search for meaning since college and endured three long and expensive vocational changes before discovering the Heart Path. When I finally learned the methods described in this book, and identified my Core Self (in about thirty minutes!), I instantly saw my problem. I had been trying to find my way in life with my primary navigational system disengaged. There was nothing wrong with me at all!

That navigational system is my heart, and I continue to use all the practices in this book to maintain my vision and power in daily life. This helps me personally, but it also benefits my marriage, my ability to parent well, my friendships and clients, and my contributions to the community. I have gone from a young man unhappily studying for a law career he did not want to waking up each morning fully alive, going outside and standing in the sun to call down the song for my life that day. I am living a joyful and deeply meaningful life, able to cross dark valleys of old anxiety and depression on the real wings of inner purpose and power. Misfortune, criticism, illness, loss, and injury still occur in my life, of course. But they are like strong gusts of wind that no longer stop me in my tracks or poison me with negativity and despair.

A Modern Shaman’s Field Manual stands apart from other books on shamanism in its breadth of resources, down-to-earth voice, practical utility, and tools for addressing the most common barriers blocking positive life change and happiness. The structure of the book follows the motif of the hero’s journey, taking you through the four archetypal stages of leaving home (chapters 1–4), descent (chapters 5–7), shapeshifting (chapters 8–10), and shamanic journey and return (chapters 11–13).

These chapters will first familiarize you with the shamanic world-view and practices of our indigenous ancestors, using relatively simple heart-opening exercises. Then we delve more deeply to explore the “spiritual cartography” of the human heart and the modern psychological workings of the mind. Using the motif of the great hoop of life, we will move onward and upward in a spiral of learnings and exercises to engage directly with the spirit world, using classic tools like dreamwork and shamanic journeying. With each chapter, you will learn to deepen, heighten, and strengthen your new shamanic practice.

This book anticipates the inner resistance you will encounter when attempting to make heart-centered life changes. Where many other books emphasize only traditional shamanism (like Celtic traditions, Native American rituals, healing ceremonies, or shamanic journeying), this book also provides insights from modern depth psychology, like the Jungian interpretation of dreams and how to disarm the self-sabotaging ego psyche.*1 Few books address the importance of doing one’s inner work on the healing path, and those that do either fail to explain what that inner work is or to provide tools to explore and transform one’s own shadow psyche.

The humble spirit of this book comes from my own life journey: a man with thirty years’ experience in law, ministry, health care, and counseling who has helped thousands of individuals find their way through major life change, traumatic loss, illness, and fear. The book is written to help you solve real barriers, analogous to military field manuals that are written to help soldiers in the field. It will point out common pitfalls along the way, booby traps of self-sabotage, doubt, and criticism. But most of all, it will awaken your wild and free heart.

The shamanic Heart Path activates your wildness, your power, your inner “indigenous self.” This is a part of you that you may know nothing about, raised as most of us are in a society that has completely forgotten or suppressed it. Shamanism is rooted in your wild outdoor self and heart, not your domesticated indoor self and mind. The indoor self is comfortable, habitual, and lazy in its conditioned thinking, like a fat house cat served a dish of canned food at every meal. But the soul is wild, with all the natural instincts and powers that wild animals have. It is strong, intelligent, quick, and powerful, with a unique set of survival skills and defenses at its disposal. All day long you listen to the self-sabotaging voice of the fat cat in your head, the impotent self that stands in your pajamas and complains, “I can’t lose five pounds.” This book is written to awaken the other part of you, the inner jaguar that crouches in the jungle unconcerned with weight or diets, with both gleaming yellow eyes fixed on its prey, ready to leap with the power and grace of nature, instinct, and the full force of life.

As the author of this field manual, I don’t want you just to learn something about shamanism. I want you to do something with your life. I want you to use the tools in this book to get up and take action toward creating the vibrant life your heart is programmed to seek out. This book is not written as a scholarly work on shamanism, psychology, comparative religion, or theology. Nor is it an anthropology of Indian cultures. It is a practical manual for changing your life that uses our forgotten shamanic heritage as a supportive toolbox for perception and navigation.

My strength is as a generalist, a synthesizer able to present complex material in a readable way through story, example, imagery, and metaphor. This is the book I needed when I struggled to decide on a major in college, felt misplaced in graduate school, lost a job, and chose a life partner. It’s the book I needed when I was feeling stuck, puzzled by a big fork in the road, forced to make a difficult choice, or finding myself depressed and lost, far away from home.

For the modern reader adept at racing through information from the Internet, television, newspapers, and social media, it’s important to understand this book is about making a soul journey. It is not a quick informational pit stop on the racetrack of your life. To help you downshift into a deeper mode of experiencing, each chapter contains exercises to slow your mental racing and begin to detect the dynamic felt-sense guidance of your heart. This is the essential skill for walking the Heart Path. The exercises in the two appendices allow you to go even deeper into crucial areas like deactivating trauma-based emotional patterns and understanding the precise contours of your authentic self and visionary heart.

On behalf of your wild heart and our wounded planet, thank you for picking up this book. Something in your heart—not just your intellect—is drawing you closer to read it. That same quiet but persistent voice in you is inviting you to begin a hero’s journey to a more joyful, rewarding, and purpose-filled life today.

Come join me now as we begin to walk an amazing adventure together!



PART I
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Leaving Home





1

Searching for Heart in a World of Reason

Ask yourself one question. It is the question that only a very old man asks: Does this path have a heart? One path makes for a joyful journey. The other path will make you curse your life.

CARLOS CASTANEDA, THE TEACHINGS OF DON JUAN

Thirty-three years ago I was sitting in a first-year law school class in Portland, Oregon, with an uneasy feeling in my gut. It was a vague but insistent sense that I didn’t belong there, that I didn’t want to become a lawyer after all. But instantly that feeling was shoved aside by a scolding voice in my head. Are you crazy? You quit a good job, paid for entrance exams, and moved across the country for nothing? What will people think? So I suppressed the feelings and completed my first year of study. That whole time I was haunted by anxiety, muscle tension, and stomach problems. At the end of the academic year, I left school and moved to New York City to explore what really interested me: more soulful creative work like writing, art, and photography.

In New York I waited tables during the day and drove a taxi at night so I could chase my dream, and for a while I felt happy, alive, and even heroic. My anxiety and physical problems disappeared. But city life was harsh and lonely without a support group, and I still lacked clarity on my personal gifts and life purpose. My energy fell off and the doubts returned. That fall I withdrew to my hometown of Rochester, Minnesota, and spent a long, awful winter working nights as a janitor and security guard, waking up every morning in my childhood bed, feeling like a complete failure. I was too embarrassed to talk with anyone about the depression and panic attacks that had returned, and I took my stomach pains to the Mayo Clinic actually hoping for a diagnosis of “ulcer” to explain these symptoms and obtain relief for them.

But after a series of negative GI tests, my physician took off her glasses and asked, “Jeff, is there anything unusual going on in your life right now?” I about hit the ceiling in a panic of confusion and shame. I lied, said no, and walked out. For the rest of the winter and spring, I distracted myself with classes in studio art, history, and philosophy at the local community college. I enjoyed these, yet failed to understand what that enjoyment was telling me. By summer I had decided to return to law school in the fall, opting for a secure life over an inspired one.

When I returned to law school, the physical and emotional problems resumed. I again distracted myself with busyness, and by sheer effort, I began to succeed. I was accepted on the law review editorial staff for my writing skills. I won my class mock trial competition for my rhetorical skills. At age twenty-three I began arguing criminal cases in front of real juries for the Portland district attorney’s office, and by graduation I was interviewing with Oregon Supreme Court justices for clerkships.

I was on the road to success as a lawyer, and I was good at it. My reasons for seeking the law degree were still as well reasoned as ever: it was a logical application for my undergraduate degree in political science, I would be acquiring powerful tools to help others, and a career in law would provide an established social role, a steady job, and financial security. Yet I was mentally exhausted, emotionally fragile, and spiritually empty. I hardly recognized myself anymore. I had gone from being a happy, free-spirited, contemplative soul in college to a fake persona in an expensive suit trying to fit into the hard-driving legal culture and the urban singles’ nightlife of Portland. My heart continued to whisper, not this.

I remember studying one rainy day in my tiny apartment, a converted garage behind a wealthy home with an apple orchard in the hills of southwest Portland. Surrounded by my papers and stack of law books, I noticed the Mexican gardener had arrived to prune the landlord’s apple trees. Even perched on his ladder in the cold drizzle I could see the quiet joy and care in his purposeful movements. I deeply wanted that: not his job per se, but his simple way of being and working, physically connected with nature. Yet I was too mired in the momentum of my career path to recognize this longing or understand its meaning for my life.

In the midst of this confusion I wandered into a Catholic church one Sunday for mass. I had been raised in the church but had long since stopped attending. There I met a beautiful, self-assured young woman named Regina who led the worship music and introduced me to the fields of lay ministry, contemplative spirituality, and social justice. She invited me to play guitar in the little folk group that accompanied Sunday mass. In her low-paying but meaningful job at the parish, I recognized a person doing work that flowed authentically from her heart, who was rich with friends, vitality, and purpose.*2 My heart was leaping around in my chest. Like that! Like that! It seemed to be saying. Like what? I wondered. Doing church work? Seriously?

Years later I would understand that it wasn’t Regina’s church role that my heart was resonating with. It was my witnessing a life fully aligned with her authentic self, her core gifts and vision. As we will see in the chapters ahead, the goal is to find your own authentic spiritual core, essence, or archetype of soul (e.g., “a servant to the poor”), not a mere job or social role (“outreach minister at St. Joseph Church”). The latter can easily change with time, age, or misfortune; the former will never change.

After graduation and more months of study I sat for the Oregon state bar exam, a two-day ordeal that consisted of analyzing dense legal cases in the arenas of civil and criminal law. I failed the exam by two points out of several hundred. Panicked, I buckled down harder by paying for a preparatory course and spending three more months sequestered in my apartment studying. When I finally received the second form letter from the Oregon State Board of Bar Examiners, this one beginning with “Congratulations, Mr. Nixa,” I had an unexpected reaction: I can leave now.

So in 1986 I walked away from the legal profession. I had no job prospects or alternative career plans and faced seven years of deferred school loans coming due. But I began volunteering at Regina’s parish, reading contemporary theology and spiritual authors like the monk and activist Thomas Merton, and eventually retooled my life into a rewarding twenty-year career in spiritual care and counseling.

Still, that process took years and was akin to groping blindly in the dark to determine what worked and what didn’t. Although I was clearer on what I did not want for my life (a law career), it still wasn’t very helpful in finding the thing I did want. The ministry field for me was essentially “way better than law.” But I still lacked a specific, forward-directed aspiration or vision for my life. I was not trying to be picky! I puzzled at friends and colleagues who seemed content with the very same roles and careers I was unsatisfied with, who even had the same complaints about them. What the hell was wrong with me? Why did that quiet but insistent voice in my heart keep saying not this, not this?

It wasn’t until I met with Mikkal in that little cabin so many years later that I began to acquire what I had been missing: a set of practices that would help me detect and track the specific forward-directed invitations of my soul; instructions for the navigational guidance system installed in every human vehicle.

Looking back, I had another question: How had I gotten so far off the beam in the first place? I’d had a good childhood, received a fine education, and had been given a solid religious upbringing. By the time I finished my first year of law school, I had the skills necessary to research the most arcane points of legislative history, wetlands regulation, or international treaties. Yet I didn’t know how to research—or trust—my own gifts and spiritual heart and had completely disregarded the communications of my body, which were warning me I was off the path. Wasn’t this the job of a good education, a caring family, and a religious community? To help me know myself?

What had happened?

What had happened was that half of the information I needed for fully conscious living was off-line and inaccessible to me—as it was to my teachers, parents, and church leaders. And that missing information was all related to the heart. It turns out I’m not the only one suffering this condition, known among shamanic practitioners as soul loss. Our entire culture is suffering soul loss, evidenced by our disregard for our bodies, our inability to hold still, and our abuse of the living Earth.

Although my particular story involves the struggle to discern a career path, this book is for anyone realizing that their outer life is not in alignment with their inner self and natural way of being. It is for anyone who feels out of joint with their job, friendships, partner, house, church affiliation, spiritual practices, neighborhood, social group, even the annual family vacation or their fitness activities. (Do you really enjoy going to Disney? Or straining on a fitness club treadmill for hours a week? What ways of relaxing, or being active, would be more natural and enjoyable for you?)


TWO PATHS
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Mind and Heart

In our lives there are two great sources of information available to us for perceiving and navigating the world: the rational, analytical way of the mind and the soulful, felt sense of the heart. The mind is the king of conscious reality and specializes in the logical, verbal, archetypal masculine realm of visible information, matter, analysis, clock time, science, technology, reasoned principles, ideology, judgments, and knowledge. It parses things into their individual components, emphasizing separateness and differences. But the heart is the queen of unconscious reality and specializes in the intuitive, nonverbal, archetypal feminine realm of spirit, nature, darkness, mystery, dreams, and poetry. It emphasizes the relationships among things and our connectedness to all life. The mind thinks, but it cannot perceive mystery or unconscious reality. The heart feels, but it cannot speak in words or be dispassionate and logical.

Of these two available ways of perceiving our environment, the conscious mind completely dominates our modern approach to healing, life navigation, and decision making. The king, the loud, chatty, thinking conscious self—the voice in our head—always wants the microphone of control in our decision-making process and is quick to dismiss the quieter whispers of heart and intuition that come from the deep kingdom of the queen. But we learn, slowly, that the loudest voice in our head is not always the wisest voice in our life.

The problem is not that our rational minds or our achievements in modern science, technology, and civilization are lacking in value. The problem is that we don’t equally value and use the heart. So when our rational approaches fail, or even cause us harm, instead of consulting the heart with its entirely different realm of experience and information, we go back to the failed approach and repeat the same mistakes from the same playbook of reason. We seek a “bigger hammer”: more data, more research, more words, a stronger medication, a different technology, another scripture verse.

All of this falls into the archetypal masculine realm of rational intellect, science, and ideology. At no point do we stop and ask the huge missing questions that dwell in the archetypal feminine realm of the body, soul, spirit, and Earth itself, questions such as: Who am I? What am I doing here on this Earth, really? What is my place in the world beyond my job, possessions, favorite sports team, and social network?

We don’t ask those questions because we don’t have a social, economic, political, or religious system that honors the heart, the wisdom of the body, or balance with nature. I am referring to the implicit values and belief system(s) underlying American business, consumer culture, and mainstream religion. Contrast this with the startling actions of Ecuador (2008) and Bolivia (2010), which rewrote their constitutions to give nature—trees, rivers, animals—legal rights and protections similar to human beings and corporations. These include the right to life and to exist; the right to continue vital cycles and processes free from human alteration; the right to pure water and clean air; the right to balance; the right not to be polluted; and the right to not have cellular structures modified or genetically altered. Controversially, these laws will also enshrine the right of nature “to not be affected by mega-infrastructure and development projects that affect the balance of ecosystems and the local inhabitant communities.”1

Synchronistically for me, the week I finished my second draft of this book, Pope Francis released his encyclical, Laudato Si’, on the relationship between climate change, consumerism, and social injustice. This was a rare, welcome, and blunt demand for care of the whole planet and everything on it, not just for our particular human aspirations, institutions (the church!), human security, and profit. Later Pope Francis stood before the U.S. Congress and gave a pointed challenge to the leaders of the most powerful nation in the world to better address the causes of climate change, the unjust distribution of wealth, the protection of life in all stages and forms, and other issues, including the unjust treatment of indigenous people.

As I listened to the pope’s speech, I was struck by the warmth of heart that shone through his slow and heavily accented English. Despite his plunge into the most politicized of social issues (and his own rational training as a chemist and theologian), Francis led with his heart, not with ideology or scripture. By speaking from the heart, he was able to connect with the hearts of his listeners. The following day, I noted a conspicuous absence of negative political reactions to Francis’s speech.

We have reached a turning point in our progress as a nation and as a civilization. At this critical time in the life of our planet, our primary need is not for more data, doctors, or different technologies for industrial growth. Instead, we need different people—more heart-open people living from their spiritual center. We need people with broader states of consciousness than any superficial label of “Democrat” or “Republican,” “American” or “Chinese,” “Christian” or “Muslim” can offer us. We need people with “a psyche the size of the Earth,” as psychologist James Hillman says. We need a spirituality and spiritual practices that are ecological, not just anthropological, and a religious mythology concerned not just with human sin and salvation but with the whole planet and everything on it.

We will find this mythology right where it was abandoned or suppressed centuries ago: in the beliefs and practices of our own indigenous ancestors. Their innate Earth-honoring consciousness kept them anchored in the heart and intimately connected with the natural world around them. Their shaman healers saw human illness and unhappiness as indications of soul loss first, not a lack of technology, research, or medication. This ancient wisdom is still practiced today and making a big comeback in popular interest, spiritual practice, and academic study.




THE HEART PATH

The shamanic approach I will describe here is not a religion but a set of general tools from Earth-honoring cultures for living a life in balance with soul, nature, and the world of spirit. The core methodology is called the Path of the Heart, a four-stage process of psychological individuation and spiritual maturation. Derived from the work of C. Michael Smith, it involves an archetypal initiation, a classic hero’s journey deep into one’s soul to identify and confront the issues that are causing the trouble and then eliminating or transforming them into a new vision and power for living. The goal of shamanic healing is to help individuals become more vital people, living lives of purpose, joy, and service to others. This includes walking on Earth more gently as a healer, rather than as a parasite consuming its resources and returning nothing of value to the planet.

This is not a book of religious beliefs, popular psychology, or new age thinking. The wisdom contained herein is very “old age,” derived as it is from the experiences of our indigenous ancestors who used it to navigate, heal, and stay alive for tens of thousands of years without our modern technology, weapons, agriculture, or medicine.

Anyone can learn the techniques contained in this book. You don’t need to be a spiritual medium, a mystic, or even a person of faith. Like a person who wants to learn how to swim, however, you will need to get wet. More than just reading a book about swimming technique (the history and traditions of shamanism), you will need to step off the shore and take a plunge into the wet and deep realm of the spirit world. You may have never done this before. But the spirit world has been here all along—inside us, all around us, influencing us. We’ve just been socialized to ignore it, fear it, or deny it even exists.




THE CRUX OF IT ALL
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Getting Clear on Your Center

The realm of shamanic practice is vast, ancient, and deep. Reading this book will not make you a shaman. Shamanism is a difficult life path and shamans “in the wild” often spend their lives from childhood on apprenticing and working with ancestor and animal spirits and plant medicine. Modern teachers like Sandra Ingerman have devoted entire books to single aspects of shamanic healing such as shamanic journeying and soul retrieval. But what we can do in this book is help you to get clear on your Core Self, your soul or spiritual center. These are all names for the heart.

And that will change everything.

When you get clear on your center, you will have great power in the world. You will have a clear vision for your life and know where you are going. You can say yes and no with ease. You can laugh when others criticize you because you see their own fear and lack of direction. You will be the captain of your ship, born to handle the wind and waves. You can steer to ports of your choice, navigating by the compass of your heart toward the destiny of your life. Opportunity will open before you, and trouble and pain will be like mere gusts of wind. Your relationships will be positive and supportive, or you will end them. You will be surrounded by vibrant people because the influence of a vital person vitalizes others. You will walk the Earth as a light, a healer, and as a true sorcerer living from your source.

If you are not clear on your center, you will suffer. Without a vision and navigational system, you will be adrift in the sea of powerful and self-interested voices inside you and all around you. You will doubt your actions and be stung by criticism. Without power inside, endless family demands and work dramas will push you off course like big waves hitting a small boat. You will labor on someone else’s ship, working for their dreams and their profit. You will keep yourself small and unnoticed to minimize risk and pain, preferring stagnant harbors to the open sea. You will fill your days with busyness, work, watching TV, cleaning and shopping, eating and complaining with friends—but never setting forth. And you will feel alone. The Great Spirit will not be able to reach you because you have not found yourself.

In my own life, thanks to gifted teachers and the practices I share in this book, I am now clear on my center. I know exactly why I am on this planet, what my purpose is, and when I am “on the beam” or “off the beam” of my life. With this knowledge, I periodically sit back and actually sketch out the kind of life I want to have in the months and years ahead, including activities, workshops, travel, and personal and family time. Knowing my purpose, I can easily say yes or no to relationships, new opportunities, potential distractions, family issues, and friendships. I know who I am, and I am no longer confused about this. It doesn’t really matter to me now what others think as I go about living my authentic life, a life now aligned with my heart and not the other way around. I have detached from my old life-support system based on social approval and have plugged it into a new support system based on the vibrant, guiding intelligence within me and around me.

For example, to get this book written, I had to turn down many new potential clients and social engagements and change my daily chore and fitness routines. But I did so without hesitation, guilt, or regret because I knew that getting the book written was the prime directive. I explained my changes to others as needed, but whether they understood this or approved of my priorities was of little importance to me. This kind of deep conviction, clarity, and inner power has been a huge and positive change for a man who was raised “Minnesota nice” and was unable to express my real feelings or deal with conflict earlier in my life.




HEART COMMUNICATION 101

In order to get clear on your spiritual center, you need to be able to perceive the subtle communications from your heart on a moment-by-moment basis. In their simplest form, these communications can feel like the three colors of a traffic light: a green (yes/move forward) signal; a red (no/stop this course) signal; and a yellow (caution/slow down/wait) signal. Like a traffic light, these three basic tones change constantly. Each signal can be physically felt in the body and is experienced as


	A pleasant attraction or invitation (green light/yes)

	An unpleasant sense of repulsion or a feeling of disinterest (red light/no)

	An unclear hesitancy (yellow light/not yet)



To better illustrate these basic heart communications, here is an exercise to help you experience them as they shift back and forth, as the light changes. You will be sensing these different felt tones, not thinking about them conceptually, through shifts in feeling, bodily sensation, imagery, emotion, and intuition.

EXERCISE
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[image: image] Experiencing the Heart’s Navigational Guidance System

1. Sit comfortably on a chair with both feet on the ground. Take three deep breaths, exhaling slowly through your mouth. Close your eyes.

2. Imagine a real person you love to be with. Picture that person in front of you. Imagine their clothing, posture, facial expression, eyes, and mannerisms.

3. Holding that person’s image in front of you, draw your attention to your chest and belly area. Notice what you are experiencing there physically. Scan your body for subtle sensations and pay attention to 
where in your body you are feeling them. Take your time. Notice your breathing and inner feelings.

4. Take three deep breaths and clear the image of that person.

5. Now picture a real person you can hardly stand to be with, a person who may have hurt you or caused pain. Picture that person right in front of you. As before, clearly note their clothing, posture, facial expression, eyes, and mannerisms. Now do the same body scan of yourself and notice what you are experiencing physically, in your body, especially in the chest and gut area. Take your time. Notice your breathing, and the area around your heart. Note anything different from what you sensed with the first person.

6. Take three deep breaths and clear your imagination and bodily felt-sense completely of this person.

7. Now for a second time, imagine the person you love to be with in front of you. Smile. See him or her smile. Again, do a body scan of your physical, felt response to the presence of this person in front of you. Notice the differences and where you are feeling these differences in your body.

8. Clear your imagination, and repeat with the unpleasant person.

9. Return a final time to the person you love to be with. Enjoy that felt sense.

10. Open your eyes. Take a few minutes to write down what shifts you felt in your body between each person and where you felt those shifts in your body.

The shifting physical sensations you experienced in the exercise above are the dynamic feeling tones of your heart. Feeling tones are the nonverbal language of the heart—and of spirit itself—experienced through your physical body. When honored (carefully explored and skillfully interpreted), they can help you navigate complex life situations as reliably as a compass or GPS unit. Should you take this job? Marry that person? Move to a different state? Your heart knows the answer, and its navigational guidance system is locked on to your unique destiny and no one else’s. When ignored (as I ignored my own persistent body signals in law school), unfortunate things will happen and will continue to happen, just as when you ignore the colors of a traffic light.

We will be fine-tuning your heart navigation skill throughout this book; it is the most important skill of all. And we will learn the big difference between the reliable invitations of your heart and the unreliable nature of passing moods, emotions, impulses, or libido. But first we will explore the hero’s journey motif as a road map for the spiritual transformation work ahead and look more closely at the heart itself. We will define what the heart is, look at the four stages of the hero’s journey, and explain the innovative dual-source approach of the Heart Path that draws from both shamanism and modern psychology. Then we will peek into the three realms of the shaman’s spirit world or cosmos and learn the benefits of walking the Heart Path in real life.

Ready to learn more about your heart and your own hero’s journey?

Read on!
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