SHAMANISM

Shamanism is the oldest way of healing on the planet.  The origins of shamanism going back at least 40-50 thousand years, and it may be that all of us have evolved from shamanic cultures.  The word itself comes from the Tungust tribe of Siberia, and the shaman has been described as one who walks with one foot in the ordinary world and one foot in the spirit world.  The path of shamanism is to connect with the non-manifest world of spirit, the aim of the shaman is to serve, help and guide the people.  In the tribal context the shaman is priest, healer, the wise one who can tell the movements of animals, what plants are useful for what, and how to contact spirit beings for help and support, to keep the health of the tribe.  

An anthropologist, Michael Harner, brought contemporary shamanism into Western awareness.  He studied among the Jivaro Indians of Ecuador, the Conibo Indians of Peru, and noted that traditional practices have a core similarity in cultures as disparate as those of the Inuit of Canada and the Aborigine of Australia.  His book ‘The Way of the Shaman’
 is a classic in the field.  Since the publication of his book shamanism has captured the imagination of the western mind hungry for a direct experience of spirit, and contemporary shamanism provides that by being a methodology rather than a religion.  There are many books now available on shamanism, including a very good book on Shamanism in Britain by John Matthews
, which takes a perspective on the Celts and their shamanic beliefs.

The most straightforward process for exploring other worlds is the shamanic journey.  This is a way to personally and safely experiment with the methodology of shamanism.  The shaman traditionally journeys to meet with being who present as spirit helpers, being experienced as power animals, ancestors, archetypes, angels beings of light etc, all of whom are willing to help and guide those of us in body.  Traditionally shamans divide non-ordinary reality into three worlds, the upper, the lower and the middle worlds.  They are not intended to be hierarchical (as I understand it) but all are equally relevant.  The names vary culturally.  In the Native American cosmology the lower world is the world of our connection with the earth, our instinctual knowing, where we meet power animals who carry our strengths and who help with everyday problems.  The upper world is the world of spirit guides, angels, gods/goddesses where we receive guidance on life’s larger questions, where we can gain knowledge of our life path.  The middle world is that of lost energy, trapped souls, sadness and sorrow, where psychic healers generally work.  The shamanic view is based on the circle of life, the medicine wheel, with four axis, North, South, East and West.

Shamans use various methods to help people, often using the shamanic journey, traditionally with a drum to go into a trance state to achieve their goals.  Shamans also use ‘hands on’ healing to work with spirit, removing negative energies that cause illness.  Soul retrieval allows the shaman to ‘bring back’ lost soul energy such as self- esteem (see Soul Retrieval by Sandra Ingerman)
, and shamans also use ceremony and ritual to facilitate healing and to connect to spirit. 

The traditional way of journeying is with the ‘shaman’s horse’ – the drum.  A drum- beat at 200-280 beats a minute facilitates an altered state of consciousness, specifically defined as a shamanic state of consciousness (SSC).  Journeying with the drum seems more real, more vivid than other forms of trance state, the most notable aspect being that of agency, of being able to know and change things.  In other words it appears to be a safe and structured way of developing psychic/intuitive abilities.  When journeying for another there is the ability to enter into their world, to journey into their personal reality, and so every aspect of the journey becomes significant.  Of course, it is not possible to have someone drum for me when I am working in the therapy room, so I use a drumming CD, which also enables me to journey for another or myself at any time.

The simplest and easiest journey with which to begin is that of meeting with your power animal.  Many cultures believe that animals have an innate ability to support and help people, and certainly we in the West have found that contact with animals can be very healing.  Children often report contact with invisible animal friends who keep them company and bring them comfort.  We can all learn to journey to meet an animal that will bring us energy, strength, wisdom and whatever attribute we need to enable us to live well.  My experience of facilitating a power animal journey for people, whether at workshops or on a one-to-one basis, has been that of seeing faces light up with pleasure.  People generally gain quite a lot from the journey, not least being the connection to the magical realms that for many had seemed to be forgotten, people often report a feeling of being truly loved and cared for.  Of course, not everyone manages to fully journey the first time, but the experience can often be of benefit even to those who only have a partial experience.

Traditionally, shamans also use ritual to help with healing or other practices.  In modern shamanic practice a favourite ritual is a fire ceremony, traditionally done at the full moon in order to let go of unwanted feelings, behaviours etc.  I also use this ceremony to help clients let go of unwanted connections to people.  At the new moon a fire ceremony is used to call into being whatever one wants in one’s life.  It is quite acceptable to use a candle to represent fire when working indoors.  

In essence, modern shamanism as practised in the West is a spiritual practice of healing and connection.  The journey is rather like a meditation and healing is similar to that of many other disciplines, the main difference being that shamanism recognizes the existence of spirit in everything, that we are all part of the All-That-Is, not separate from God or each other and that any of us can become aware of that connection for ourselves without the intervention of a priest or other religious person.
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