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This book is dedicated to the shaman within us all . . . and to Casey, who embodies the spirit of the Aquarian shaman.



SHAMANIC

BREATHWORK
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“Linda Star Wolf has written a landmark book describing her incredible healing and transformational process. Shamanic Breathwork is a must for transpersonal therapists who truly desire to help people move through the middle toward higher consciousness, peace, and a healthy planet.”

Wendyne Limber, author of Imagine Recovery and creator of the Imagination Process

“Shamanic Breathwork provides readers with a powerful process that heals us both individually and collectively as citizens of Planet Earth. Linda Star Wolf is one of those rare transformers whose visions and words weave their way into the depths of our psyches and bring us out the other side empowered and deeply connected to our inner guidance and soul’s path.”

Judith Corvin-Blackburn, author of Journey to Wholeness and Empowering the Spirit

“Shamanic Breathwork will help you use the power of the breath to access ‘the shaman within’ and activate your soul’s purpose. I highly recommend this practical guide for turning the ideal into the real deal.”

Steve Bhaerman, author of Driving Your Own Karma and coauthor of Spontaneous Evolution: Our Positive Future and How to Get There from Here

“The Shamanic Breathwork practice is the perfect way to journey beyond the limits of the self. I am very happy to see a book about breathwork from the shamanic perspective.”

Leonard D. Orr, author of Breaking the Death Habit: The Science of Everlasting Life and founder of Rebirthing Breathwork International

“Shamanic Breathwork is a Living Way to personal truth and freedom. We are not the ‘self,’ we are the one experiencing the ‘self,’ and Shamanic Breathwork brings that experience to the forefront of our consciousness. With love, light, and creativity, Linda Star Wolf offers others the power and grace of the Shamanic Breathwork practices.”

Lee R. McCormick, author of The Spirit Recovery Meditation Journal

“The Shamanic Breathwork process of personal and planetary transformation is Linda Star Wolf’s gift to the generations to come. She honors the ancestors as she shares a new form of wholeness and healing with all who take this breath of life into their hearts.”

Rev. Charla J. Hermann, author of The Blue Star Portal of Transformation

“In Shamanic Breathwork, Linda Star Wolf shares the process that has helped so many to find the healing they were desperately seeking. I know from personal experience that the breathwork process is indeed life changing, and I endorse both the process and this wonderful book.”

Cindy Henson, LCDC, ADCII, former co-owner and program director of Shades of Hope Treatment Center

“In these times of fast-moving change, Linda Star Wolf teaches us how to connect with our internal guidance and inborn ability to heal, spiritually and psychologically. She brings traditional shamanic consciousness into the 21st century in a form accessible to anyone with the courage to explore self-awareness.”

Karen Craft, author of The Cosmic Purr: Inspiration for Animal Lovers

“Shamanic Breathwork reclaims and activates the Emotional Body, which is important because it is the seat of our power, the engine of manifestation.”

Baba Dez Nichols, author of Sacred Sexual Healing: The Shaman Method of Sex Magic

“Shamanic Breathwork will give you insight into the world of the shaman and help you connect with your own healing wisdom.”

Lee Lipsenthal, M.D., ABIHM, founder of Finding Balance in a Medical Life

“Linda Star Wolf brings great integrity, love, experience, wisdom, and, yes, even magic to her life’s work. Her Shamanic Breathwork process brings you into right relationship with yourself and the world around you, shifting you into a new dimension of emotional, spiritual, and physical centeredness. I wholeheartedly recommend Shamanic Breathwork to anyone looking for lasting health and vitality in their life.”

Molly M. Roberts, M.D., coauthor of Blackwell Complementary and Alternative Medicine
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Hieroglyphic Stairway

it’s 3:23 in the morning

and I’m awake

because my great-great-grandchildren

won’t let me sleep

my great-great-grandchildren

ask me in dreams

what did you do while the planet was plundered?

what did you do when the earth was unraveling?

surely you did something

when the seasons started failing

as the mammals, reptiles, birds were all dying

did you fill the streets with protest

when democracy was stolen?

what did you do

once

you

knew?

I’m riding home on the Colma train

I’ve got the voice of the Milky Way in my dreams

I have teams of scientists

feeding me data daily

and pleading I immediately

turn it into poetry

I want just this consciousness reached

by people in range of secret frequencies

contained in my speech

I am the desirous earth

equidistant to the underworld

and the flesh of the stars

I am everything already lost

the moment the universe turns transparent

and all the light shoots through the cosmos

I use words to instigate silence

I’m a hieroglyphic stairway

in a buried Mayan city

suddenly exposed by a hurricane

a satellite circling earth

finding dinosaur bones

in the Gobi desert

I am telescopes that see back in time

I am the precession of the equinoxes,

the magnetism of the spiraling sea

I’m riding home on the Colma train

with the voice of the Milky Way in my dreams

I am myths where violets blossom from blood

like dying and rising gods

I’m the boundary of time

soul encountering soul

and tongues of fire

it’s 3:23 in the morning

and I can’t sleep

because my great-great-grandchildren

ask me in dreams

what did you do while the earth was unraveling?

I want just this consciousness reached

by people in range of secret frequencies

contained in my speech

DREW DELLINGER



FOREWORD

I first met Linda Star Wolf over the Internet in 2002. I suppose it’s fairly common to meet people over the Internet, however, when I initially contacted her, it was the first time I had reached out to someone electronically based on the strength of a newsletter. When I read her newsletter I thought: I wish I had written that. 
. . . It was like reading myself, and I wanted to know where that voice had come from.

Star Wolf had a center at that time in Fairfax, California, so I called to make a connection and see if I could teach there. She happened to be coming up to Oregon for an event in Portland, so I boldly invited her to stop in Eugene, where I lived, and spend the night. She and her husband, Brad Collins, took the chance and became enchanted; first with my garden, second with Normandi 
Ellis when I read to them a chapter from Awakening Osiris (Normandi’s exquisite translation of The Egyptian Book of the Dead), and eventually, with me and my work. Star Wolf returned two weeks later to take the Egyptian Mysteries retreat seminar, Becoming An Oracle, with Normandi and me.

The rest, as they say, is history.

At our workshop, Star Wolf showed herself to be a true master of the cycles of shamanic death and rebirth; her oracle burst forth from the depths of her being in an intense and spontaneous rebirthing experience that remains engraved in the memory of her midwives and our garden. Although Star Wolf is a natural-born visionary, this experience prompted her to commit more fully than ever before to the supersensitive part of her being, that part that taps directly into her sublime divinity.

Thus the Star was born, again.

Shortly after we connected, Star Wolf moved her Venus Rising Institute for Shamanic Healing Arts to North Carolina and developed a conscious community. It was not long before I visited Venus Rising at Isis Cove and had the honor of participating in, and observing first-hand, the Shamanic Breathwork process. I was especially impressed with the integrity of the work, and the care that was taken with each and every individual who participated. This was very different from my first experiences with breathwork back in the days. . . .

It was in the early ’70s, on stage at a Grateful Dead concert, that I first became aware of conscious breathing. The legendary Beat poet Allen Ginsburg was an honored guest, and I clearly remember him exhorting us to breathe with the music. I cannot remember his original intention, however, the power of the moment was indelible. (It was also one of the first instances I can remember of being turned on to a Tibetan Buddhist practice.)

Although conscious breathing as a spiritual practice has been employed throughout history in both the East and West, Star Wolf’s Shamanic Breathwork process is primarily rooted in two important streams of previous research: Rebirthing and Holotropic Breathwork, both of which focus on the concentrated use of the breath to achieve healing and wholeness.

Leonard Orr is considered by many to be the father of the rebirthing movement; he attracted the attention of the world in the ’70s and ’80s as a result of his groundbreaking rebirthing research. Co-authored with Sondra Ray, Rebirthing the New Age was published in 1983 and remains a classic in the field.

In the 1980s I found myself studying rebirthing as part of a healing program. Although my path as a healer would ultimately take me in a different direction, the powerful experiences and lessons learned at that time are still with me. Co-journeying with another individual is part of rebirthing and most often a part of the Shamanic Breathwork process. As I delved into rebirthing, it became clear to me just how much responsibility was required to sit for another person and hold sacred space for them throughout the process, and how much trust it required to relinquish oneself completely while being held throughout a full rebirth session.

I can still remember the ether-like smell of the anesthesia that my mother took during my actual birth—it was released from my body during a particularly strong session. Upon completing a rebirthing session, I have always felt cleansed, purified, renewed, and exhilarated, with the keen sensitivities of a newborn.

A story that impressed me deeply was the profound experience related by a close friend whom I turned on to rebirthing: She went back in time beyond her birth, to her conception, and could even perceive details of the room where the conception happened. She recognized the room, however, this posed a problem for her. The room she saw in her vision was not the bedroom of her parents, but that of one of her father’s best friends. (Whoops!) She was quite shaken by her experience, and eventually decided to tell her mother what she had visioned. After a rather lengthy pause, her mother quietly responded, “I recommend you keep on doing whatever it is that you are doing.”

The second important stream of transpersonal/spiritual research that evolved independently around the same time was developed by Stanislav and Christina Grof. Stanislav Grof, M.D., Ph.D., had been at the forefront of psychedelic research for decades when he and Christina realized that conscious breathing could be a catalyst for deep psychotherapeutic healing without the risks inherent in the psychedelic experience. Their healing modality, known as Holotropic Breathwork, continues to generate worldwide interest because it enables people to safely explore non-ordinary states for inner healing and transformation.

Grof anticipated a natural evolution of breathwork and indeed, over the years various practitioners, including one of Star Wolf’s main teachers Jacquelyn Small, a modern-day practical mystic and the founding director of the Eupsychia Institute, delved deeply and discovered powerful techniques, procedures, and adaptations that provide a strong link between Dr. Grof’s work and the truly extraordinary Shamanic Breathwork process that Linda Star Wolf has created.

By articulating her work in the language and dimensions of shamanism, Star Wolf has taken breathwork to new realms of consciousness. Her personal journey as a “walker between the worlds” has prepared her to be the worthy midwife of this next-generational form. The book you have picked up and are about to read will give you much more than basic information about Shamanic Breathwork and the path Star Wolf took to become the spiritual teacher/leader that she is.

It also includes moving stories of transformation from those who have taken part in the Shamanic Breathwork process, and information about other programs offered by Star Wolf and her stellar staff at Venus Rising. For those who are unable to travel to attend her programs, there is a chapter of instruction on how to safely journey through a Shamanic Breathwork session. (Pay particular attention to what Star Wolf writes about music and its essential part in the process. Evocative music enhances the experience, and Star Wolf has exquisite taste in this department.)

Any kind of transpersonal work usually involves meeting one’s shadow, and Shamanic Breathwork is no exception. Star Wolf has danced with the shadow for most of her life and is well qualified to prepare you to meet yours. The Thirty Shamanic Questions included in the book are designed to keep you awake and alert while accelerating your process of self-discovery and transformation.

Star Wolf is devoted to helping others reclaim their wholeness, and to overcoming addictions—whether they be to substances or to old habit patterns and characteristics that keep us from becoming whole and fulfilling our sacred purpose. Be prepared. You are about to meet and embrace the wholeness of you. I think you will delight in the experience.

NICKI SCULLY

Nicki Scully has been teaching healing and shamanic arts and the Egypitan Mysteries since 1983, when she began teaching “Egyptian Huna” as initially taught to her by Nadia Eagles. For the next twenty years she developed, practiced, researched, and taught alchemical healing before publishing her findings. She is a lineage holder in the Hermetic Tradition of Thoth and maintains the Lyceum of Shamanic Egypt. She is ordained as a priestess of Hathor by Lady Olivia Robertson, cofounder of the Fellowship of Isis. In the late 1980s, Nicki founded Shamanic Journeys, Ltd., and has been guiding inner journeys and spiritual pilgrimages to Egypt, Peru, Greece, and many other sacred sites. Nicki’s most recently released work is a seven-CD set called Becoming an Oracle, Connecting to the Divine Source for Information and Healing. Her published books include The Anubis Oracle and Shamanic Mysteries of Egypt, both coauthored with Linda Star Wolf, Alchemical Healing, and Power Animal Meditations.
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INTRODUCTION

By picking up and reading this book you have opened a shamanic portal, which will offer you the amazing opportunity to deepen your soul’s journey. If you can believe that none of us are here on earth by accident, then we can only suppose that we must be here on purpose. The divine appointment for each soul’s awakening is encoded within the matrix of our spiritual essence. Each of us has a wise one within who remembers the way back to wholeness and our life’s sacred purpose. This wholeness is who we really are and is right beneath our very own nose!

Shamanic Breathwork is a highly experiential process that leads us onto the path of direct experience. On the path we encounter and recover lost soul parts, while also restoring our true spiritual essence of higher love, wisdom, and power. Shamanic Breathwork creates an opening through a magical inner doorway into the innate, perennial wisdom lying dormant within our DNA. I often refer to this inner healer and wisdom-keeper as “the shaman within.” When we awaken the shaman within, we begin to walk and act in empowered ways in the world.

Through the healing power of the breath, our ego finds its appropriate place in our psyches, and the inner voice of spirit returns and reclaims its rightful reign in our daily lives. I have personally experienced (and witnessed in countless others) the shift and transformation from ego agenda to spiritual essence through the Shamanic Breathwork journey.

We are all here on a soul mission, but few of us, it seems, are aware of that mission. This book is an introduction to Shamanic Breathwork, which is the integration of other forms of breathwork with universal shamanic principles and psychospiritual teachings. It is written with the intention of assisting in the reawakening of the essential self, which is at the very core of our true being. It is said that we are spiritual beings having a human experience. Our true soul powers lie hidden from our egoic states of consciousness, waiting to be retrieved and embodied so that we may offer them as gifts—not only to ourselves but also to the world around us as an integral part of our soul purpose during this earth walk.

If you are seeking a more fulfilling way to be on this planet and longing for a soulful path of living, the Shamanic Breathwork process can guide you there. By using your breath in a powerful and transformative way, you will be able to move beyond the ego long enough to reach your core self and engage in a highly intuitive connection to your inner teacher, or higher self, also known as your wisdom keeper.

This inner place of wisdom has all the solutions, guidance, and answers that cannot be found anywhere else but within your own inner world. There are numerous wonderful methods and pathways that will enable you to encounter higher states of being; however, the Shamanic Breathwork process is unique. In my many years of working as an agent of change for both myself and others, I have not encountered anything as informative, magical, and transformational as the Shamanic Breathwork process.

If you have been searching without finding answers, perhaps Shamanic Breathwork will become an ally and useful tool for transformation in your life. In our programs and workshops at the Venus Rising Institute for Shamanic Healing Arts, we often see people who have exhausted all sorts of traditional therapies and alternative methods of healing. They are frequently frustrated, disillusioned, and disappointed at their prior attempts to transform old addictive patterns of dysfunction and disease. We also attract many spiritually minded seekers who have followed one or more spiritual paths, yet still feel a kind of emptiness and longing to connect on a deeper level with the sacredness of their lives, personal relationships, and sacred soul purpose.

I have spent more than thirty years assisting others in the process of change, and throughout this time I have learned that there is a sacred formula for healing and transforming one’s life. The sacred formula consists of engaging the whole person rather than just certain limited aspects. The disciplines of spirituality and psychology have both been remiss in addressing only fragments of the person seeking help. I have found that the key to authentic healing and lasting transformation at a deep core level requires one to enter into a more soulful journey that includes and unifies the physical body, mind, heart, soul, and spirit.

I have coined the phrase “shamanic-psychospiritual experience” to signify the sacred union between all parts of our many selves. By doing shamanic-psychospiritual work, which integrates all of our parts in all realms, we are able to move forward and become practical shamans, or mystics, in our everyday lives. In this way we are both grounded in the earth and uplifted into the cosmic realms of spirit. This unification of the whole person results in an embodiment that gives us the strength and courage to fulfill our capacity as wise beings. Finally we have the felt sense and real knowing that our inner and outer worlds are beginning to match up with each other. In other words, we are walking our talk and becoming the change we have sought outside of ourselves in the world around us. How empowering to learn (or, perhaps, remember) that we hold the key to our own personal healing and spiritual seeking.

We live in shamanic times; therefore, we need shamanic answers. Shamanic times are times of extreme and rapid change. I refer to these cycles of change as symbolic death and rebirth experiences that create dramatic shifts in the world around us. At this very moment in history we are all witnessing the end of an old paradigm and the birth of a new way of being. There is a spiritual maxim: “As within, so without; as above, so below.” We need to understand that our outer world is only a manifestation of the inner visions and processes we are experiencing.

The Shamanic Breathwork process is a powerful shamanic-psychospiritual tool that greatly assists in changing the inner landscape. In this work, shamanic counselors and facilitators lovingly assist people (as midwives do) through sequences of symbolic death and rebirth that result in major life transformations. We utilize psychological, physical, and spiritual portals to create an alchemical opening and shift in the body, psyche, and spirit. If you are doing only spiritual work without dealing with the psychological and human parts of yourself, you may find yourself using your higher self to disassociate and bypass your humanity. In some circles this is referred to as being in spiritual bypass.*1 The shamanic being within you instinctively knows how to walk between the very different worlds of your ego, soul, and spirit.

Within the Shamanic Breathwork process lives a map of alchemical transformation and shamanic consciousness that is comprised of the Five Cycles of Shamanic Consciousness. This alchemical map of transformation provides a practical guide for change, both in and out of the actual breathwork experience itself. The five cycles show us how to move from ego agenda to soul purpose in a grounded way. Today, many of us are called to enter the world of shamanic consciousness. We are seeking a consciousness born of integrity, love, and introspection, and we have a burning desire for healing and integration to occur among all cultures and races. When we are truly awake, our actions begin to emanate from our soul’s purpose, rather than from our ego’s purpose. Our souls inherently know the path to the best and highest good for all involved, while our egos often seek only safety.

The ego is protective of the little self and is neither interested in, nor capable of, seeing the whole of our inner and outer landscapes. The soul, however, sees and knows the whole. Shamanic Breathwork is not only about the spiritual paths and psychological teachings of the past, but also about the new consciousness toward which we are moving. The well-known medical symbol, the caduceus of two intertwined snakes, is a powerful shamanic representation of these two psychospiritual realms—the energy from above informing us of spiritual purpose, and our human selves opening to receive the higher energies pouring into physical form.

As with all alchemical processes, one must have a strong container, or vessel, in which to transform. In alchemy, the first thing required is the pot, the cauldron, or the vessel. This container begins with an open heart and mind, sitting within an open and grounded body. The heart womb is an ancient symbol of an alchemical vessel for transformation. In order for the heart to be that vessel, it must be capable of receiving the outpouring of uplifting energies from above through the upper chakras, and grounding energies through the lower chakras. One must first build the solid form, or human temple, in order to become an embodied spirit.

Authentic spirituality is fluid, always evolving to the next level; it is not written in stone or dogmatic in nature. There are numerous paths to transformation, enlightenment, and healing. The way of the shamanic warrior means learning how to stalk ourselves by developing the ongoing ability to observe our thoughts and actions from an objective perspective, and to make the necessary shifts in consciousness. This allows us to continually attune to our divine mission—what we came here to be and to experience.

By engaging in conscious dialogue with others and with ourselves, and communing with the Divine, we raise planetary consciousness, as well as our own. Rather than merely complain about, or ignore, the social, political, and spiritual landscapes of the world, it is essential to engage in rigorous self-inquiry. Love and wisdom are at the core of our essence, and there is more than enough to heal ourselves along with the world. When the Beatles sang, “All you need is love,” they were correct (with the proviso that we consider “love” as a verb). Love, in this case, equals consciousness and the healing of our own wounds. We cannot take others to where we ourselves have been unwilling to go.

The shaman, a quintessential figure in numerous cultures, is often viewed as the medicine man or woman and wisdom keeper of the tribe. In the past (and in some remote areas of the world still), the shaman was sought out much as a physician, counselor, or minister is today. In ancient shamanic traditions, healers (shamans) attempted to restore balance to others by performing sacred rites or ceremonies that usually included prayers, songs, chants, and rituals. They invoked power animals, spirit guides, and allies for assistance in journeying to other realms in search of healing and wisdom for those in need.

The shaman has long been the archetypal image of one who knows how to use higher love and wisdom to navigate between the worlds of matter and spirit. Shamans are shape-shifters who know how to open to bigger energies in the cosmos, find larger answers to problems and challenges, and bring healing to themselves and their communities.

In traditional shamanism, the shaman is sometimes referred to as the wounded healer—one who has survived a number of trials and initiations (sometimes even near-death experiences) and returned to share the teaching, healing, and wisdom gained from those experiences. Intimately connected to the elements, the cycles of change, the spirit world, and the earth, the shaman knows that we are all multidimensional beings living simultaneously on many planes of existence.

Chanting, praying, dancing, singing, smudging, and playing musical instruments, such as drums and rattles, help to create a ceremonial setting and an altered state of consciousness in shamanic ritual. In these highly charged states of non-ordinary consciousness, healing takes place beyond the brain, beyond ordinary consciousness as we know it. In these altered states of consciousness, the waking and observing ego steps aside to allow deeper spirit to come forth and heal us, those around us, and planetary consciousness.

Sometimes a shaman is called a “spirit lawyer”—one who negotiates with the spirit guides of another for the return of parts of a soul. At other times the shaman may need to perform a soul extraction to assist an individual in releasing some form of trapped negative energy.

For many tribes the shaman is traditionally the guide who assists others in discovering their wholeness and healing. Knowing that all healing has its origins in the spiritual realms, and that without Divine intervention true healing does not occur, shamanic healers feel compelled to heal and to help others to heal as well, whether on the physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual plane.

They were, and are, essential spiritual guides who teach tribe members how to 
die consciously and rebirth themselves into a greater reality. The shaman 
innately understands that we continuously move between cycles of death and 
rebirth. More than just physically dying, we continually die to old ways of being that no longer serve the path of love and wisdom, and are born into new ways of spirit and consciousness. The ancient shamanic symbol of the serpent is a perfect visual representation of the shamanic alchemical process of learning to shed our skin, die to our smaller selves, and be born into a greater self. It’s also similar to the caterpillar that wraps itself in a cocoon, dissolving its own body and emerging as a new butterfly.

Human beings could learn much about proactive transformational processes from the ancient and modern shamanic traditions. It is my spiritual belief that we need to learn how to consciously cocreate our shamanic death and rebirth experiences. Taking cues from our inner shaman we would, much like the caterpillar, volunteer to dissolve and grow wings when the time is right. We are all on some level seeking this depth of awareness and transformation.

The processes I describe in this book provide an opportunity to understand and access the part of ourselves that knows, remembers, and can tap into universal truth, love, and wisdom. The Shamanic Breathwork process allows us to dialogue and connect with the archetypes that are the psychic blueprints of creation. They exist in a pure state as an ideal. While we may not be able to reach that state of perfection in this physical form, we can certainly progress toward that end. We are learning to align our human will with these higher energies. Just as we are connected to the natural world, from a shamanic perspective, we are also connected to the supernatural spirit world that is beyond the physical.

Tragedy is evident around us all the time. Rather than feel so overwhelmed that we become apathetic and dissociate from the dark aspects of society, tragedies might instead serve as a catalyst to help raise the consciousness of our planet. If we believe we can make a difference, it will be so. The answer lies in discovering our unique roles. Here on earth we do not have to do anyone else’s part, or live up to others’ expectations. Our true spiritual path is to awaken the shaman within, who will guide us to our sacred purpose.

The Shamanic Breathwork process differs from many New Age and modern-day shamanic processes in that it does not focus on journeying out of body; or even, necessarily, on discovering our spiritual allies and animal totems. This awareness can, and does, occur in breathwork journeys, but is not the specific purpose. One of the primary purposes of the Shamanic Breathwork process is to enliven the journeyer’s awareness and ability to remove waking-life obstacles and embrace her soulful and sacred purpose.

Venus Rising is committed to bringing the Shamanic Breathwork process and other shamanic-psychospiritual teaching and healing modalities to the world. It is Aquarian in nature, which essentially means we believe that although teachers, shamans, healers, and gurus may be wonderful guides along the path to spiritual awareness, true healing is found through one’s own direct soul experience. The Piscean Age (age of the disciple) is ending as the age of Aquarius (embodiment of spirit) is being born.

The Shamanic Breathwork process can be done in a group or alone. Both of these options are addressed in this volume, and at the end of the book are abundant follow-up suggestions for continuing to embody shamanic consciousness in everyday life. We are all being called to embody the shamanic spirit within ourselves. Our own transformations can be a powerful catalyst for others to take the journey to wholeness as well. The healing changes that we wish to see in the world around us will magnify and take quantum leaps if those of us who feel called to transform will commit to doing our parts.

More than twenty-six years ago, when I was a counselor working in the field of mental health, I realized that I was addicted to numerous self-defeating patterns hidden even to myself. My addiction to alcohol had brought me to my knees, and I had hit what Alcoholics Anonymous refers to as an “emotional bottom” of despair and hopelessness. 
Although I considered myself a spiritually aware person and was professionally 
trained to help others heal their mental health problems, in many ways I was 
naive in the ways of true healing. I was functioning at a low level of awareness 
in disembodied consciousness, even though my ego had me—and others—fooled into 
believing that I was functioning just fine.

I am one of the fortunate ones who broke out of denial and found a loving connection to a higher power. I was led out of the darkness and into the light of rebirth, which gave me a profound respect and gratitude for both the hard-won lessons of the dark and the nurturing spirit of light that replenished my soul and set me free. This symbolic death and rebirth (which I later understood as a shamanic initiation and neardeath experience) led me into an even deeper longing for my lost soul parts and higher consciousness.

Over the years my spiritual longing and thirst took me to many incredible places, spiritual teachers, and direct healing experiences of my own. During this journey I also taught what I had learned; I had found in my earlier recovery and discovery journey that I embody best what I have learned if I can share it with other kindred spirits who show up on my path. My soul path eventually prepared me to become a vessel for the birth of a new kind of breathwork process. The Shamanic Breathwork process and the Five Cycles of Shamanic Consciousness were cooked in the vessel of my own life experiences. They alchemically emerged from my personal and professional experiences within the fields of addiction, mental health, bodywork, various spiritual teachings, experiences with shamanic healers, and training in other forms of breathwork.

I am very passionate and excited about the potency of Shamanic Breathwork and its seemingly magical ability to accelerate needed life shifts. Shamanic Breathwork is not only for wounded healers, but also for all those truly seeking, and ready for, healing life changes in both their inner and outer worlds.

Wolf Clan Seneca Nation Grandmother Twylah Nitsch once said, “Don’t worry too much about the world. The world will be here long after humans are gone. The waters can heal themselves over time, the earth’s surface and air will heal over time, but we may not be here to see it.” To truly heal the planet, we must also heal the hearts and minds of human beings.

I often end my monthly newsletter with these words: “If you have heard the inner howl of the wolf reminding you that it is time to wake up and remember that the shaman is within, then welcome to the Shamanic Breathwork process, and welcome home.”

I Live My Life in Growing Orbits

I live my life in growing orbits,

which move out over the things of the world.

Perhaps I can never achieve the last,

but that will be my attempt.

I am circling around God,

around the ancient tower,

and I have been circling for a thousand years.

And I still don’t know if I am a falcon

or a storm or a great song.*2

RAINER MARIA RILKE
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AWAKENING THE SHAMAN WITHIN

Have you recently had a wake-up call in your personal life? Do you recognize that, on a planetary level, there are signs all around that we need to heal ourselves and change the outer conditions of our world?

Amidst continuing violations of civil rights, accelerating conflicts among nations, and severe economic issues, humanity is experiencing a collective time of crisis. All cultures are struggling to find ways to communicate with each other, to respect differences of opinion and belief, and to treat each other with integrity, dignity, and respect. Many countries have shut down communication with each other, and we see this mirrored in some of our own important relationships. We need to learn, at the deepest level, the concept of power with versus power over. Power with emanates from a place of love and connection, whereas power over emanates from a place of control and disconnection. We also need to recognize that when we are in conflict or on opposite sides of an issue, it is counterproductive to shut down the communication process. In fact, this is often an important time to get serious and push through, while opening ourselves to higher wisdom.

This will allow answers to emerge from a deeper place within ourselves, where opposites naturally reconcile. It has been my experience that conflict resolved often breeds true intimacy and trust, whereas conflict avoided or unresolved breeds only alienation and discontent. Imagine for a moment the great spiritual masters who have visited humanity’s consciousness: Buddha, Krishna, Christ, Kuan Yin, and Isis, to name a few. Each of these energetic beings emanated love, wisdom, and connection with others, not over others. However, none of them avoided the outer world of conflict when it presented itself. We are creatures of both light and dark, and we often learn life’s greatest lessons from dealing with both wisdom and woe.

Never on our planet have we needed to awaken our consciousness more than now. Many healers and teachers are awakening to the healing power of shamanic consciousness and are discovering ways to synthesize the timeless wisdom of the ancients, as well as more contemporary philosophies. The Shamanic Breathwork process merges the older Scorpio mysteries of death and rebirth with newer downloads from the Aquarian energies of peace, love, and inner wisdom. We are now being called to embrace and unite these two paradigms, incorporating both of their gifts into our present-day lives. This approach of both/and, rather than either/ or, honors ancient traditions, yet also honors the path of direct experience that is governed by the heart’s wisdom. We are becoming cocreators in the now and, as present-day shamanic beings, helping to envision and invent the future, rather than becoming a passive byproduct of it.

Many religious and spiritual traditions have suggested that healing and enlightenment are entirely the responsibility of religious/spiritual leaders and deities. However, shamanic consciousness calls upon all of our inner energies and wisdom, as well as those of the collective consciousness, archetypal forces, power animals, spiritual guides, and God/Goddess to illuminate the highest path. In the Shamanic Breathwork process we consciously create the alchemical sacred space to allow an individual’s soul to resonate with his core truth. From this place of soul resonance, the person is able to follow that inner truth, blending it with higher energies and forces, in the quest to connect to the natural and spirit worlds.

The time to heal is now, the time to remember who we really are is now, and the time to take our creative healing vision back to our communities 
is now. The motivation for awakening the shaman within is to bring more depth 
and richness into our lives, and to be able to shift from outer authority to the 
inner wisdom of the individual soul’s journey. The impetus to awaken the inner shaman is to discover who we really are and to explore the bigger questions in life, such as, “What are we here to do?” My personal answer to this question is that we are here to live a much bigger story than the one we have been unconsciously playing out in the past.

To live a bigger story from a spiritual perspective requires not only a call, but a willingness to awaken to the bigger picture of who we really are. Sometimes there is a vague sense that there is something larger—a longing for connection and remembering our deeper purpose. This is our first phase of awakening and often occurs in response to a trauma or disappointment, such as addiction, divorce, illness, loss of a career, or a mental or spiritual crisis.

Sometimes we are more proactive in our spiritual search to discover who we are beyond ego, but in my experience, it’s rare. In this age of consumerism it has become our nature to stay distracted and hide out in our comfort zone. Most of us become proactive in our need for change only after turbulent times awaken our longing for something more. Having to deal with critical issues pushes us to awaken to the deeper aspects of the soul’s true path.

Traditional psychotherapy serves a specific purpose and is sometimes an important aspect of our journey, but it is definitely not the whole 
journey. Often it puts us back in the box, a process somewhat akin to trying to 
put a baby back in the womb. For many of us, staying rooted in traditional therapy is just a postponement of facing and embracing our deeper spiritual issues. On some level it feels safer and more comfortable to stay asleep and disconnected by being a couch potato, compulsively watching TV, engaging in addictive behavior, losing ourselves in relationships, or otherwise engaging in activities that dull the mind and numb consciousness.

When asked if he was a god, Buddha replied that he was not. When asked if he was a saint, the Buddha replied that he was not.

“Then what are you?” he was asked.

“I am awake,” Buddha replied.

In order to awaken our inner shaman, we need a crack in our outer armor and a willingness to step outside the box. We need to know that there is something going on beneath everything. We need to resonate with that deep wellspring of knowledge that flows within us. If we can consider this possibiity, then we are ready for the amazing discovery of our true nature.

When this happens, we send a spiritual message to the universe saying, “I am ready to surrender to something beyond my human ego. I am open to divine assistance from God, Goddess, a Higher Power, or whatever 
we envision as being sacred and capable of transforming our lives.” When we 
communicate this willingness and readiness to the Great Mystery and what we hold 
as sacred, we are saying that we are willing to transform and be receptive to something bigger than our smaller, everyday personas. We are calling in the collective, eternal wisdom of the Divine and moving from I to we.

This opening is often referred to as a sacred marriage between the human and the Divine that creates an embodiment between the two. The transformative mystery of experiencing the union of our humanity with spirit is the basis of many spiritual traditions. It is also the solid foundation for the first three steps of all the 12-step recovery programs that in synopsis say, “I can’t—Higher Power can—I’ll surrender to Higher Power.”

When we surrender in this way, we find that synchronistic things begin to happen in our lives according to divine providence. We can trust that we are experiencing energetic attunements with the universe when we begin to see coincidental resonances—in books, on TV, and in conversations, for instance—in our everyday lives. These synchronistic events hold within them the visible reassurance that our inner shaman has heard our call.

A question often asked is, “How long will it take to awaken the shaman within?” The answer is that this is a path of ongoing discovery and enlightenment. If we step onto a path of awakening, there is a continuing sense of expansion and growth. We see this all the time in the natural world around us. The tree that is already fifteen-feet high does not necessarily stop growing. It continues to reach toward the sun while simultaneously putting down deeper roots.

This shamanic awakening can happen in our dreams. It can happen as a spiritual experience—through meditation, prayer, or retreat. It can happen while we are working with a therapist, minister, or elder; while we are walking in the woods; at the birth of our children or the death of our parents. Your calling is to stay awake to the synchronistic events that are happening all around you, because when you are truly ready to awaken the shaman within, the way will magically open before you.
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THE CREATION OF THE SHAMANIC 
BREATHWORK PROCESS

When I was nineteen and a student at the University of Kentucky, I hit a very stressful period in my life that resulted in severe anxiety attacks. At the time I had no idea what was happening to me; all I knew was that I felt a sense of dread and 
suffocation. I also had the sensation that I was out of my body and dying. After a trip one evening to the local emergency room, the doctor on call reassured me that I was not dying, nor was I suffering from lack of air. In fact, I was hyperventilating and having a panic attack.

He offered me Valium (it was, after all, the early ’70s) and told me I needed to calm down. He insisted that I breathe into a small brown paper bag (the kind I used to take my lunch to school in, when I was a kid) and count inward and outward breaths very slowly to the count of ten. I thought he was crazy and insisted that I needed oxygen immediately. 
However, since I was desperate, I reluctantly placed the paper bag over my mouth 
and nose and followed his instructions. Within a few minutes my breathing had 
completely returned to normal, and the tingling in my hands and limbs had ceased. I no longer felt as if I might die from lack of oxygen and, in fact, I felt rather calm and peaceful. I left the ER confused and embarrassed, clutching my magical paper bag.

It took some time before I was able to fully understand what had actually triggered those uneasy feelings and the rapid breathing that had resulted in panic and an inability to function in the normal world. In the meantime, for the better part of a year, I never went anywhere without making sure my paper bag was neatly folded and tucked securely in the back pocket of my blue jeans.

It was during this time that I became increasingly interested in studying Eastern philosophy, meditation, yoga, and other spiritual subjects. This was nothing new. My parents had introduced me to reading at an early age, and my father, in particular, had shared his interest in books about Native Americans and a very famous local psychic, Edgar Cayce, who lived nearby in Hopkinsville—thirty minutes from where I was born. In my teen years I consumed these books with a passion. I found myself relating profoundly to these stories in ways that were a mystery to me. Since I, too, had many psychic tendencies and experiences, I found Edgar Cayce’s journey comforting. It gave me a sense of being normal.

Many of the books that I was drawn to during this period talked at great length about the importance of using the breath to enter into an altered state, thereby reaching a higher level of consciousness and access to higher selves and spirit guides. The breath was often mentioned as an important vehicle for a variety of healing processes. This fascinated me, especially since I continued to suffer from occasional unexplained bouts of rapid breathing that resulted in feelings of unreality and suffocation. I could somehow sense that these experiences were related to a healing crisis in my inner self, but I was uncertain of how to connect the dots.

I became very interested in not only studying, but also participating in my own personal healing through therapy and counseling. I found that I always resonated more closely with anything I could find on alternative healing therapies, especially those that involved bodywork and the breath. Over time some of the panic subsided and I was able to go back to work.

When I was twenty-one, I returned from college to my small hometown in rural western Kentucky and took my first professional social work job at a mental health center. The year was 1972 and there was a big push to transplant the mentally ill from confinement in mental institutions, or asylums as they were called, into mainstream society. Although this sounded like a great idea at the time, it was fraught with many problems and a dearth of responsible planning. This deinstitutionalization project often left these individuals heavily medicated, chain-smoking, and sitting in front of a TV twenty-four hours a day, either in nursing homes or back with their families. Many other folks, throughout this country, ended up on the streets and became homeless.

In my first job at the mental health center I was a day treatment case manager, assisting in operating a program for the chronically mentally ill. I assisted these individuals in their daily struggle to maintain a tenuous connection with the world and with other human beings. My main qualifications for the job were two years studying social work, a near-death experience brought on by a bad drug episode while in college, and an ensuing year of intense panic attacks. The requirements for working with the mentally ill were much more lax than they are now and, in fact, the administration was happy to hire me for the job.

Many of the individuals I dealt with on a daily basis were still actively hallucinating, even while on medication, and several were on suicide watch. I spent four or five days a week working from 9 am until 4 pm with these individuals. They were amazing teachers from whom I learned a lot about the nature of reality (or, perhaps, non-reality).

From them I learned about struggling with, and moving through, different levels of consciousness. I gained a great deal of respect and compassion for their process of trying to discern what was “real” from what was delusional; I felt this more strongly for those individuals who continued to experience their lives as a tortuous journey at times, even with help from the pharmaceutical world of psychiatry. Having experimented quite a bit with hallucinogens during the ’70s, I felt I had some sense of what they might be experiencing. I, however, could “come down” from my state of non-reality, whereas theirs just continued.

I found in my work that I frequently felt more of an affinity with the patients than with those who were treating them. I became so adept at deciphering the seemingly nonsensical and delusional musings of the patients that the psychiatric professionals frequently called me into staff meetings to assist them in gaining a better understanding of the people they were treating.

I was told I had a “magic touch” in being able to understand and connect with individuals who had previously been considered lost causes and who were, effectively, just being maintained. Secretly, I couldn’t help but wonder if my prior use of psychedelic drugs, my psychic gifts, and my deep involvement in nontraditional healing better served my close connection with these special individuals than anything I had learned in school.

I became rather passionate in my attempts to understand their realities, and 
if I placed myself in the right frame of heart and mind, I was able to form an 
instant connection with many of those who were considered unreachable. Like any of us, these folks responded very positively when they felt cared for and safe. It was during this time that I began to have a deep sense that perhaps all of the patients were not so “crazy” after all. Although they certainly suffered from chemical imbalances that were terribly distressing to them and to their families, perhaps these unique individuals were also part of a larger evolutionary shift. In the future perhaps all human beings would be able to part the veils and see into the archetypal realms; they would become walkers between the worlds, able to travel lucidly to other realms of consciousness, while not losing touch with this reality.

I worked with these “mentally ill” individuals to explain their illness and how it was affecting their grasp on external reality. I used what most of the professionals around me considered a novel approach, one considered to be impractical. This approach grew out of my authentic relationship with them, as opposed to seeing them as “patients.” Rather than deny their delusions, hallucinations, and different realities, I spoke to them about the separate realities that exist on many levels of consciousness. I acknowledged the various levels they spoke about, giving them some validity. The caveat, however, was that the day-to-day reality of the physical world was the one they had to learn to live and function within if they were going to be able to have some semblance of normalcy in their lives.

I found that when their subjective awareness was validated, many of these individuals began to settle down, become less delusional, and relate to me from a place of mutual trust and respect. Their faith in our relationship allowed me to hold space for them as they shared their fear and paranoia, as well as their hopes and dreams. I was able to be a supportive guide for what was actually taking place with them, not only in this dimension, but on other levels as well.

This may not seem strange or out of place in our present era, but in the ’70s and early ’80s I only knew a couple of other people who believed that these individuals should be told their diagnosis. Norma McLaughlin was an incredible supervisor and friend, and Louise Andrusky was another cherished mentor and friend on the mental health board. The three of us often felt like lone wolves as we stuck to our guns and went up against “the system” on numerous occasions to do what we knew was right for our clients. The prevailing belief at the time was that mentally ill patients would not be able to comprehend their dilemma, and that therefore it would simply be a waste of time to explain things to them. I found this to be totally false with most of my clients. Many of the individuals I worked with were relieved to hear the truth from a medical and psychological perspective about what was “wrong” with them. Their subsequent understanding brought more trust and cooperation, and better functioning overall. Their quality of life improved and their hospitalizations were reduced. Families were grateful to be able to keep their loved ones at home and to know that they had allies in the mental health system.

It was around this time that I began to grasp the idea that the best way to assist anyone who was struggling with reality on any level was to be really present with that person—to be real, direct, honest, and authentic; and above all, to open my heart and hold space for whatever the person was feeling. We are all delusional on some level, meaning we all have thoughts and feelings that make sense to the ego, but perhaps not to the rational mind. Who is to say which reality is correct?

The Shamanic Breathwork journey that you will read about here takes the journeyer through many alternate levels of consciousness, the validity of which would be questioned by standard mental health and medical models. However, these alternate realities bring some of the most amazing healing transformations—so much so that there can be no denying their effectiveness. For instance, many of the stories that are shared after a Shamanic Breathwork journey might sound farfetched to the “normal” world, but when understood archetypally and shamanically, make perfect sense. The proof is in the many examples of change we see in people’s lives. Some of these examples are contained in the pages of this book.

When I think back to my time with those early clients at the mental health centers, I feel a deep sense of gratitude. They taught me so much about how to really listen and hold space for intense processes, and how to open my heart and mind. They taught me that miracles can and do happen if we trust the process and offer empowerment to the wise one in each of us—no matter who we are!

A few years after I started this work, I moved to Florida with my family and continued to be employed in the mental health field. After working in another day treatment program for those referred to as “chronically mentally ill,” my focus began to shift from that program to a new field. I was given the opportunity to work with substance addicts and their families, first through the local mental health center, and later at a treatment center. In the recovery field I once again found that many of the traditional methods of treating addiction were not as helpful as the alternative approaches that had been therapeutic in my own healing.

Substance abuse was an issue in my own life. I had used drugs in my youth, until age twenty-one. I had, however, continued to abuse alcohol until age twenty-nine, when I realized something had to change, and I became a member of Alcoholics Anonymous.

In AA, I began to work the twelve steps, and my chemical addictions were 
totally arrested. For me these twelve steps were deeply and personally 
spiritual, and were able to ground my naturally sensitive nature. They gave me 
the foundation I needed to be truly sane and sober in what I realized was a 
rather crazy world. I had many powerful, mystical experiences right from the very beginning of my entry into recovery, and these informed my healing process on a daily basis.

One of my most powerful mystical experiences happened early on in my recovery. After just a few days I had such an overwhelming urge to drink that I didn’t think I could stay sober any longer. I followed the simple advice of my sponsor*3 and humbly got on my knees and asked my newly found Higher Power (God as I understand God to be) to remove my obession to drink. I suddenly felt very tired and lay down. I awoke about four hours later feeling quite altered, and surprised that I had slept so long. I went into the bathroom and realized that I was feeling very different. I noticed while I was brushing my teeth that I felt as if I were filled with light, and suddenly I heard the words in my head, “I no longer want to drink.” In that moment I realized that the obession and compulsion had been lifted from me.

That was more than twenty-six years ago and I’ve never longed for a drink again. Anyone who has suffered from addiction to alcohol or drugs knows what a miracle it is to have something like this happen so early in sobriety. I have had many such experiences in my recovery and discovery since that time, but this was a major turning point. I realized that something greater than my ego had lifted me up into a higher level of consciousness on that amazing day. I believe I underwent a powerful shamanic shift, an ego death and spiritual rebirth that formed a sturdy foundation for the rest of my life. I knew that as long as I kept my spiritual condition in check, my addictions would cease to be a problem.

That is why getting sober is called recovery as opposed to 
recovered—ongoing healing is happening at higher levels of consciousness and is a necessary part of sustained recovery. I am happy to say that, one day at a time for more than twenty-six years, this has been the case for me. It is truly a never-ending journey.
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