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Chapter 1
Introduction to the Psychopomp


It happens. You have prepared yourself and made all the
necessary arrangements. The phone is off the hook, the kids are
either being occupied by another adult away from the house or are
napping, and this is the time of day when no one comes over. Your
mind is clear. Your body is relaxed. You place yourself in a
meditative state and soon you have shifted into an altered state of
consciousness.

Scanning the surface of the earth, you find a rabbit hole or a
cave and are soon spiraling down to the Lower World. You smile
inwardly as the journey reminds you of a roller coaster ride or a
scene from Alice in Wonderland. Your heart beats like
roaring thunder in your ears as the opening widens to the concave
room. The light from a small fire flickers around the stone walls.
You sense a familiar presence and soon your spirit guide greets
you. Your guide beckons you wordlessly to sit and gaze into the
small fire burning in the circular pit. This is your place of
comfort. You’ve been here many times before and are totally at
ease. You know that this cavern-like room is the launching pad for
the journey you and your guide are about to take.

Something is different this time. Your guide is making none of
the motions you’ve grown accustomed to indicating the time to
continue the journey has arrived. Instead of allowing you the brief
respite between traveling down the hole and then on to your
destination, your guide seems content to simply remain stationary
intently watching the flames. A thought begins to take shape in
your mind. You slowly realize the journey you are about to take
will be one you take alone. Just as this mental impression takes
form, you feel a slight nudge. Not a physical touch, but one that
compels you to move. You glance at your guide as the feeling of
being pulled strengthens. Although your guide hasn’t stopped
staring at the fire, he now wears a wry smile. The time to journey
has arrived. Just as the drum calls to dance, so too are you,
called to action. One last look at your guide reveals a blur of
movement as you are whisked upward.

Ascending the rabbit hole at astounding speed, you emerge not
into the realm of familiarity you’re habituated to, but to a new
area. You stop abruptly and notice this place has tremendous sound!
Your senses are initially assaulted by it. The noise is similar to
being in a confined room with a thousand people who are all
talking, carrying on conversations between themselves at the same
time.

The sky has a reddish hue, like an eternal dusk. You cautiously
turn around to view your surroundings. Everything around you is
barren with the exception of a bridge in the distance that draws
your attention. On the other side of the bridge is a glowing energy
field that is pulsating. Blue and white lights fluctuate like
lightning throughout. The field is as wide and high as you can see.
You sense that once the bridge has been crossed, the expanse of the
field is limitless. You can see that the bridge connects the field
on the opposite side, with the desolate landscape on your side.

As you start to walk toward it, you notice that you have forward
momentum but are not moving your legs. You effortlessly glide along
raising yourself into the air at your whim. You’ve flown while
journeying before but this is somehow different.

When you near the bridge, you notice the volume of the sound
increases. Yet at the same time, you are able to filter the
resonance to a low vibrating hum you can feel in your chest, much
like the feeling of a base drum being struck. Upon this
realization, the noise takes on a tonal quality. The sound throbs
in tune with your heartbeat.

At the foot of the bridge you see small strobe-like flashes of
brilliant light. Figures emerge from these lights and cross the
bridge. Other figures materialize from the cosmic field on the far
side of the bridge and greet the new arrivals. Together, they enter
the primordial energy barrier. Every once in a while a figure
appears, popping out of the flash of light, starts to cross the
bridge and then falls over the side. You rush to the edge of the
precipice. Standing on the edge, you have now discovered from where
the immense noise originates.

Below is a dark river full of struggling people. Some are
clawing their way up the other side in an attempt to reach the
energy field. Others are thrashing about in the black ooze,
obviously confused and undecided on which side to head for. You are
standing right next to the bridge with the sudden illuminations of
light just scant feet from you. Those emerging from the light seem
to be oblivious to your presence. You can tell that you are nothing
more than a fleeting shadow to them – if noticed at all.

From somewhere below a single voices calls out. Summoning your
attention. You look down and see a solitary figure clutching a rock
in the churning liquid. The figure pleads with you for assistance.
By his actions, you can tell he wants you to pull him up and help
him cross the bridge. None of the other seemingly stranded
individuals in the river acknowledge your presence. Only the one
knows you are there. With firm conviction, you know what you must
do.

You swoop down and grab the figure, easily plucking him from the
river, and place him on the bridge. His legs are shaky on the solid
bridge, as he has apparently spent quite a while in the river. Then
you realize it is not unsteadiness that is causing him to shake, it
is the tremendous joy he is feeling. You help him cross the bridge
and as he disappears into the energy field, he turns, looks at you,
and wordlessly thanks you. Your task complete, you glide back to
your rabbit hole and return.

You have just glimpsed the world of the psychopomp. Believed to
be Greek in origin, the term psychopomp is comprised of “psyche”
meaning the soul and “pempein” meaning to send. Thus the psychopomp
is a guide of souls to the next realm.

The above simulated journey combined many elements of my
experiences with a shamanic psychopompic journey. In this book, we
will briefly touch on shamanism, death, the realms of the dead and
explore the psychopompic journey. This book is not intended to
replace or create a religious belief system even though the belief
in an afterlife is an idea with a long, sordid history. On the
contrary, this book is intended to serve as an example to the
shamanic practitioner who may have to accept the task of guiding
souls to the next realm.

There are numerous books that deal with death and the
bereavement processes associated therein. Shelves in the bookstore
are lined with excellent materials pertaining to how to help a
family cope with the dying process: before, during and after. What
to do, what to say, how to act and how to feel. There are books
written by hospice nurses on how to help those who are dying, do so
with ease and closure. Books written by both medical professionals
and people who have experienced the Near Death Experience. Books
written by clergy offering their interpretations on how death
relates to and is incorporated in their religious beliefs. However,
there are very few books that deal with the individual who has died
and how to offer them assistance.

In the literary world of shamanism, there are books on locating
and working with power animals and spirit guides; soul retrievals;
journeying; blending psychology with shamanism; and other specific
topics. What I have found lacking are books that deal specifically
with the shamanic role of psychopomp. Thus, this book sprang to
life.

The majority of literature available on this subject comes to us
from Tibet and other cultures outside of Western civilization.
Books such as The Tibetan Book of the Dead, The Egyptian Book
of the Dead, and Art of Dying to name just a few. Why
is this so? Is the psychopompic journey so esoteric to Western
thought that no one has dared to put it into print? Or do those who
perform this service feel it inappropriate to speak of openly?
Perhaps it is a combination of both. It is certain that many feel
the very act of speaking of death brings its own taboos.

With that thought in mind, this work may be viewed by those
outside a shamanic practice as the musings of a nihilist. However,
I feel it is vitally important because over the last two to three
decades, I have seen a surge of interest in spiritual approaches to
life – and death. Because of this, more and more people are
learning techniques of deep meditation, inducing trance states and
taking their own shamanic journeys. In doing so, they are making
themselves available to the spirits who so desperately need
assistance. When the call to act as psychopomp comes, it will not
be announced beforehand as indicated by the simulated journey
above. Individuals who are walking a shamanic path do not
intentionally set out on a journey to guide souls to the next
realm. In the next chapter, we’ll explore why one is called to
shamanism and begins a shamanic practice.

Although the shamanic practitioner of today shares traits with
the shamans of times past, our society no longer lives in a tribal
community setting. In this setting, the community shaman would
spend vast amounts of time with the initiate, thoroughly
indoctrinating him or her in the ways of spirit. The closest
documented resemblance we have of this type of indoctrination is
Carlos Castaneda’s tales of his tutelage under don Juan. Even so,
these ways of the spirit are not lost to our contemporary society.
The problem is that our modern Western cosmology has either
forgotten or shunned this experience. So what do we do? Do we give
up? Chalk it up to the “golden days of the past?” Or start to
redevelop the cosmology that was once a vital and integral part of
everyday life?

In order to accomplish this great feat of rekindling our waylaid
cosmology, we need to cease our habit of looking at life solely
through the microscope of science. While many great discoveries
have been made through the medium of science, the doctrine of
science provides an only abstract point of view which has severed
humanity from spirit. Carl Jung, in Man and His Symbols,
tells us that through science, man has taken on the role of
observer and has lost his inner connectivity with nature.

At times, the best way to move forward is to take a look back.
What lies behind us is the wisdom of the past. That wisdom is
readily available in the shamanic journey, which we will begin
exploring shortly. In this journey, the shamanic practitioner
enters an alternative state of consciousness, or ecstatic trance,
and with the aid of his power animal or spirit guide, is taken to
one of three destinations: the Upper World, Middle World, or Lower
World, which are all connected through a central axis. This central
axis, also known as the World Tree, is an icon symbolizing the
connection between the worlds. A doorway, if you will, which the
shaman is able to step through. These worlds are always present and
interconnected. Not only are these worlds interconnected but they
also interact with each other.

During these journeys, the shamanic practitioner taps into a
cosmology long put asunder by Western philosophy. But that is a
subject sufficiently covered by the myriad of books available
dealing with shamanism. To return to the topic of this book, it is
during this journey that a psychopompic call comes. When the time
comes, those that are struggling with the crossing will seek out
those who can render assistance. In chapter 6, we’ll look at how to
prepare for a psychopompic journey and in chapter 7 we shall take a
closer look at these magnificent and sometimes traumatic
journeys.

Because it is the spirit who chooses the psychopomp, not the
other way around, when the time comes to assume this role the
initial “call” can be quite distressing. It is precisely for this
reason that I present this work. To hopefully prepare the reader
for what may occur in their quest to live a shamanic lifestyle.

In this book it is also my intention to explore the reasons why
a departed spirit needs assistance in making the crossing. We’ll
investigate this in chapter 4. From these explorations, it is my
earnest hope that shamanic practitioners of today will be able to
assist those who have passed and so desperately need our
assistance.

It is also my hope that shamanic practitioners who have
experienced the psychopompic journey can take solace in the fact
that they are not alone and in chapter 8, we’ll discuss various
methods used in coping with this awesome responsibility. For the
shaman who has not yet had this type of journey, I pray that the
experiences shared in the following pages will be of use in the
future, should the need arise. While it is very likely that the
reader’s experience either has or will differ from mine – as all
journeys are unique to the individual – my goal is to provide a
framework upon which experience can be built. While I can relate in
words of my experiences, it is only because I have knowledge of the
experiences. I can convert that knowledge into words in a book, but
by simply reading the book the reader doesn’t gain the knowledge.
It is only through experiencing the journey itself that one can
gain the knowledge.

So make yourself comfortable. Light a candle. Open your mind and
let our journey begin.










Chapter 2
The Call to Shamanism


Shamanism is a spiritual practice with roots deep in antiquity.
The origins of shamanism go back at least 40,000 – 50,000 years to
Stone Age time. Through shamanism, humanity has sought counsel with
all of creation. All of us, no matter where we live and what our
culture, have roots seeded in shamanism. And all of us have the
ability to tap into those roots.

Because of the Jungian “collective unconscious” roots of
shamanism, an introductory study will show that the practices and
methods involved are paradoxically new and simultaneously familiar.
As the practices of shamanism do not apply to gender, both females
and males can tap into this knowledge as the source of spiritual
practice and fulfillment. Shamanic practitioners are aware of these
deep-seated roots and understand that in our lives nothing is
simply ordinary and things are not always exactly what they seem.
Everything has significance. The universe, once opened to the
practices of shamanism, is so different from our own that we have
to experience something of it before we can fully define it.

Throughout the ages, people have always been aware of a vast and
mysterious world around them, a world they cannot physically see.
This world is a source of information, energy, and inspiration just
waiting to be tapped. When following a shamanic path one becomes
particularly aware of this hidden world. Shamanic practitioners
find a relationship between their own thoughts and dreams, and this
hidden world. This relationship has been developed over thousands
of years and has evolved with each new discovery. There are spirits
residing in the hidden world and spirits residing between the
physical and hidden – living in the actual link between. Some of
these spirits are departed souls, unable to cross fully into the
next realm. Others are spirit guides or power animals.

What is missing in today’s contemporary society that calls one
to the archaic practices of shamanism? One answer lies in the fact
that in this world of plenty, where instant gratification is gained
by the conveniences of modern technology, people are realizing that
something within is lacking. Some intangible quality fleetingly
avoids their grasps. Many people try to fill this “hole” with
material possessions. While these materialistic needs are easily
meet by the click of a button, or the insertion of random numbers
using our plastic currency, they eventually realize that he who has
the most toys does not always win.

Others believe that a healthy body will fill this gap in their
lives. They flock to gyms and fitness centers, take vitamins by the
handful, start herbal diets, drink green tea. They read self-help
books, take yoga classes or seek hypnotists. Still others look
inside, learning that the hole in themselves is their spirituality.
This feeling of missing something is neither new nor specific to
those of us living in our current culture.

Those realizing that the emptiness they feel is their
spirituality are whom the call of shamanism rings most clear.
Shamanism, with its simple truths, speaks deeply to the psyche of
those it touches. In the practices of shamanism, one learns that
when the spirit is whole, mind and matter follow. Many turn to
shamanism after wading in the pool of the various religious
theologies and finding the answers posed by these are unfulfilling
of their needs. For many, shamanism satisfies that need. Most
modern religions separate spirituality from the daily activities
one experiences. Shamanism encompasses these daily activities. It
becomes the daily activities. The spirit of shamanism is so closely
intertwined with what one sees, hears, and feels that there is no
separation between what is sacred and what is mundane.

In order to fully explore this new-found path, many future
shamanic practitioners seek time alone to interpret their new
experiences. They take vacation time and head to the mountains
alone. They may enroll in a shamanic workshop or a meditation
class. Whatever the case, a person initially finding the shamanic
path may withdraw periodically from the hustle and bustle of
society. This is because the first “simple truth” of shamanism is
that one should walk clear of the influences and distractions of
others in order to find the spiritual realm within.

When I first embraced my shamanic practice, I knew in my heart
that there was something missing in my life yet I just couldn’t
ascribe a name to it. I wondered through many religious theologies
and texts and eventually found the closest ideology to my way of
thinking: paganism. The spirituality of paganism held truths for me
that no other theology could match. It was through paganism that I
learned of shamanism. The ancient practices of shamanism laid the
foundation for many pre-Christian belief systems. Through
shamanism, one is able to enter an ecstatic trance state to bring
themselves closer to the spirits surrounding them. Through these
trance states, the shaman is able to directly communicate with
these spirits on behalf of themselves or for their tribe or
community. This ability to enter the ecstatic trance is essential
to the shamanic worldview.

The call to shamanism will create a change in your perception
and will offer you the opportunity to embrace aspects of yourself
that you may not readily accept. The shamanic path can, at times,
be difficult for it is one of tremendous personal work and
responsibility. It is also very humbling, as it requires the full
integration of the Self. Including the shadow side.

This embracing the Self is normally achieved through initiation,
which is the starting point of shamanic practice. There are
numerous accounts of this initiation occurring through near death
experiences, illness, dreams or visions. This initiation usually
takes place during the times spent in solitude and is of a very
personal nature.

Who Can Answer The Call to
Shamanism?

At this point you may be wondering, who can do this? Can I? The
answer is a resounding, “Yes!” I firmly believe that anyone and
everyone is capable of embracing a shamanic perspective let alone a
shamanic practice. The key is the willingness to change thought
processes, worldviews, and habits.

It also takes a bit of pride swallowing because the mysteries
revealed through shamanism, will show that humans are not above
other life on this planet. Contrary to popular belief, humans are
not sitting on the top of the food chain.

In using the term “mysteries” I am not referring to secrets. The
revelations revealed through living shamanically are only mysteries
because they have yet to be discovered. Secrets imply knowledge
that is forbidden except only to a select few.

Another of the “simple truths” revealed once the shamanic view
is discovered is that nothing on Earth exists independent of
anything or anyone else. Beneath our everyday reality lies a
completely unified realm. A realm in which our Ego loses its
dominion and where everything is clearly intertwined. This letting
go of the Ego is usually accompanied by the death of an old
identity. Thus, in many initiatory rites, the shamanic practitioner
is torn to shreds and then recreated during an ecstatic trance
journey. This, of course, is metaphorical. Once the journey has
been completed and the “new” body is in place, the initiate will
sense a change in perceiving the world around him or her.

In the past, shamans have been selected either by the tribe in
its entirety or by hand selection of the aging tribal shaman.
Others have learned incidentally from observation or are taught
directly by the spirits. Now, with the tease of these mysteries
available to anyone, you may be tempted to seek a shamanic
practitioner in your area for teaching. The problem is, is that our
contemporary society is vastly different from the tribal
communities of the past.

In days of old, finding a shaman was as simple as asking any
member of the community. Today this is not so easy. For those who
can afford to do so, they may fly to some remote location and seek
a primitive culture for initiation, but I firmly believe we must
find our own equivalent for initiation into shamanism rather than
seeking initiation in a primitive culture foreign to us.

There are numerous books available on shamanism that adequately
cover the initiatory process. Because this work has already been
done, I encourage the reader to pursue these sources, using the
information as a guide to discover their own forms of initiation.
Once the initiatory phase has been completed, the next step is to
voluntarily and systematically alter their state of consciousness
or enter an ecstatic trance.

Ecstatic Trance

While there are a variety of ways to induce an alternative state
of consciousness, the shamanic ecstatic trance is unique among
these. This is because, according to Mircea Eliade in
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, the shaman not
only induces an ecstatic trance, he also travels in this state to
different worlds.

Long ago, in the European areas, it has been reported that
Druids started using lighter forms of trance – similar to
meditation – while fully awake and performing ceremonies. In the
Middle East, cultures used symbols and hieroglyphs as points of
reflection and meditation. In the Far East, the cultures mixed
trance with physical exertion and started the foundations of
martial arts. In Africa, drumming, dancing and chanting induced
traditional trance. This was also true of the areas of India. In
the Americas, tribes in the North generally utilized drumming and
dancing while tribes in the South generally moved towards the use
of herbal drugs to reach altered states of consciousness. They all
shared the same goals and the shamans of these cultures didn’t
change much with the various forms of trance.

The single factor that has remained unchanged throughout the
years is the overall objective – to tap into the hidden world and
consciously make changes. The use of trance is one of the most
effective tools you can have in your arsenal.

But what exactly is a trance? A trance is an altered state of
consciousness in which your normal, everyday, mundane awareness is
not the primary controlling factor of your thoughts. This happens
when you daydream, when you “zone out”, when you dream at night,
when you meditate, when you are reading, listening to music, under
the influence of hallucinogenic drugs, experience a Near Death
Experience and a myriad of other ways. Additionally, children who
have grown up in abusive households have the ability to
disassociate. When they felt threatened, they simply “left” their
bodies until the threat passed.

The ability to enter an altered state of consciousness has been
around just as long as man’s consciousness has existed. It has only
been through recent developments that society has reluctantly
accepted those gifted with the ability to intentionally induce
them.

Although the alternative state of consciousness has enjoyed
longevity, very few individuals were able to intentionally initiate
them and return. The shaman was one of these individuals. Those
following a shamanic practice have helped to carry this torch
through the contemporary times of our Western society. Meanwhile,
Eastern traditions have been openly following the knowledge gained
from their altered state experiences. These Eastern “mystics”
include Tibetan monks, Hindu gurus and yogis, and Japanese
followers of Shinto, just to name a few.

During the late 1960′s and early 1970’s, the United States was
literally assaulted with individuals seeking to deliberately alter
their state of consciousness. This was the time of Timothy Leary,
Woodstock, and LSD trips. “Hippies” protested Viet Nam and wanted
to “make love, not war.” Street corner “doomsayers” spread their
knowledge gleaned from their altered state experiences.
Unfortunately, their societal perceptions clouded the messages
received. Many became overnight prophets and their Ego stood in the
way of the attempts of honest, open communication by spirit. Due to
the pioneering work of authors such as Dr. Elizabeth Kübler-Ross
(On Death and Dying); Raymond Moody (Life After
Life); Carlos Castaneda (The Teachings of Don Juan);
Robert Monroe (Journeys Out of the Body); and the studies
done by Stanislov Grof (Beyond the Brain) and others, the
altered state experience elevated from the drug induced
hallucinations of “flower children” and “beat nicks” to find a
place in mainstream society.

Today workshops are available specifically designed to assist in
entering an alternative state of consciousness. Inside any local
bookstore or library you’ll find literally hundreds of books on the
subject. Ironically, the mindset of our current culture is
rediscovering the wisdom of the past. What was once considered to
be a physical or mental illness – or in the most ludicrous cases,
demonic possession – is being sought today on a regular basis.

Modern authors believe that when a person enters an altered
state of consciousness, they are actually transcending this
“normal” state of awareness and entering a parallel universe or
holographic universe. The recent development and understanding of
quantum physics has aided the scientific community in their limited
acceptance of these altered states.

For the shamanic practitioner, the altered state of
consciousness is the ecstatic trance and is accessed by drumming,
fasting, sleep deprivation, dreams or hallucinogenic drugs. There
are reports that some tribal cultures use extreme pain to enter
trance.

When you return from an ecstatic trance, whether through the
drumming callback, completion of your purpose, or are “snapped
back” into the body, you may find that you can’t recall a single
event about your experience. On the other hand, you may recall
immediately every minute detail. If this is the case, I encourage
you to annotate your experience in a journal or tape recorder. Even
if the details seem strange or odd, document them. I have looked
back at my journals months and even years after an experience to
realize what I saw transpiring then was happening
now. This seemingly interruption in the flow of time
happens because we are the only beings running on linear time and
only during our ordinary consciousness.

Sometimes these non-linear experiences take the form of
premonitions or deja vu. As an example, you may find
yourself standing in a familiar spot when you know without a doubt
you have never physically been there. Although you’ve never
physically visited the place, your spirit-self has, thus the
familiarity.

Because our mind has a built in self-defense mechanism which
tends to fragment input, the full force of messages received during
an ecstatic trance may not come into play until much later and even
then over an extended period of time. In his work, The
Holographic Universe, Michael Talbot believes our mind
fragments data because during ordinary consciousness, our minds
wouldn’t be able to handle the extreme emotions that are normal in
altered states of consciousness.

How Do You Enter an Ecstatic
Trance?

When undertaking a shamanic journey to enter an ecstatic trance,
the following generally describes the steps. Your journey may have
all or none of these steps. Since the journey is unique to the
practitioner, this is simply presented as a guide.

Step 1: Take the phone off the hook, close the blinds, draw the
curtains, and turn off the lights to ensure you have adequate
privacy. You may want to keep a small light on to assist you in
re-orienting yourself upon your return.

Step 2: Gather the items you’ll need for your journey. This may
be a blindfold, a portable tape player with a drumming tape, or the
remote control for your stereo.

Step 3: Relax. Take deep breaths. At each breath, feel where the
inhale ends and the exhale begins. Don’t pause to feel this as
doing so may disrupt your relaxation. Take roughly 10 deep
breaths.

Step 4: Start the drumming tape and place the blindfold over
your eyes (this is to keep any room light from penetrating your
eyelids).

Step 5: As the drumming deepens your relaxation, picture an
opening in the ground. One you are familiar with in this physical
realm. This could be a rabbit hole, a cave, a manhole in the
street, or any opening that you have seen in your life that has
left an impression. Enter this opening.

Step 6: In this opening you may find your power animal or spirit
guide present and ready to go (we’ll discuss these shortly). You
may have to traverse the tunnel (connecting the entry hole to the
Lower World) to emerge in a room where you’ll find your spirit
companions. Or you may proceed alone for a while before they
contact you.

Step 7: Once contacted, ask your guide or power animal the
purpose of the journey. Or, if you have a purpose already in mind,
relate this information to them.

Step 8: At the conclusion of the journey or upon the call back
signal from the drumming tape, return to the hole. Your guide or
power animal leading you can accomplish this or you may simply
“think” yourself there.

Step 9: Thank your guide or power animal for their assistance
and return through the tunnel to your physical consciousness.

Step 10: Take a few minutes to re-orientate yourself to your
surroundings.

Step 11: Record in your journal your experiences. Try to write
down every thing you can remember even if it seems unimportant.
Much information is gleaned in a journey that may not be applicable
at the very moment. Having a written reference to return to is
indispensable.

If you couldn’t “go anywhere” or no guide or power animal showed
up to assist you, don’t be discouraged. Keep trying. It will
happen.

What Will You See in an Ecstatic
Trance?

Once in the ecstatic trance, what you see and whom you meet
greatly depend upon the purpose. In ecstatic trance, you may
experience sights never before seen. Your mind will grapple with
these foreign stimuli because it must have a reference point to
base the images. In order to identify the images, the mind will
search through past experiences and will try to equate what you are
seeing now, to what you have seen before. Thus, if there is no
direct frame of reference for the mind to grasp, it will use the
next closest experience. As an example, you may see a circular
sphere rotating at a measurable speed. You may not have seen this
before so your mind has no basis for identification. The mind then
gropes for something similar and comes up with a baseball to equate
what you are seeing now, to what you have experienced before. You
may find this happens more frequently than imagined. If you have
done several journeys and recorded them in a journal, review your
notes to see how many times your mind has struggled to describe a
new sight. You will also find that your own worldview influences
your perceptions both in ordinary reality and in the trance
state.

Just as a child learns to label what he or she sees in this
reality through the eyes and ears of family beliefs and culture,
ecstatic trance encounters are labeled with the symbols of which we
are most familiar. This is why it has been said that we do not see
things the way they are but as we are. One of the first encounters
in an ecstatic trance state may involve the meeting of a power
animal or spirit guide.

Power Animals/Spirit Guides

As discussed earlier, power animals or spirit guides are those
spirits that reside between the worlds. In order to locate his or
her power animal or spirit guide, the shamanic practitioner uses
the ecstatic trance state to journey to the Lower World. In the
next chapter, we’ll discuss the terrain of the Lower World more
thoroughly.

Finding your power animal can be tricky. Sometimes there is a
tendency to want to have a certain animal. For instance,
if I have a fondness for cats, I may want my power animal
to be a cat or a member of the cat family. While my fondness for
felines is a good thing, it could interfere with my quest to find
my power animal.

Additionally, a power animal may present itself for a single
purpose. For instance, in an attempt to do a soul retrieval
journey, a crow may show up to assist you. However, the next task
you undertake, the crow may be gone or may not show up if you call
to it. I have found that this happens frequently and have learned
not to be disturbed at the sudden disappearance of a power animal
whom I thought should be present.

Our worldview greatly influences what we may discover. For
instance, a Christian may find a saint or even the Virgin Mary as a
spirit guide – or in a paradoxical turn of events, a lion. An
Indian may find a tiger or an elephant. The purpose of the form the
power animal or spirit guide takes is to make themselves more
accessible to a particular consciousness or cultural
perception.

You can find your power animals through ecstatic trance,
visions, dreams, or by physical sight. The animal should be seen at
least four times in one particular setting (i.e., one journey in
which an animal has come into contact with you four times – vice
four journeys in which you’ve seen an animal once).

A prime example of this is a trip I once took up North. While
traveling in a vehicle, I looked out the window and saw a horse in
a field. Shortly thereafter I saw a sign with a horse on it. A few
seconds later, a song with the word “horse” played through my
headphones and almost simultaneously I saw an article about the
winning horse at the Kentucky Derby. This all happened within a
span of 2 to 3 minutes. Since I don’t chalk anything up to
coincidence, I knew that “horse energy” was with me – which I found
myself utilizing several hours later.

Power animals may come and go as tasks are accomplished but I
believe that at least three stay with you constantly. For me, these
three aid me in my views of experiences spiritually, physically,
and mentally. Try not to get locked into a specific mind frame
regarding animals. When they come to you, explore them. They have
many benefits to share.

Spirit guides manifest themselves early to us as children in the
forms of unseen friends. They differ slightly from power animals in
that they usually will take on human form, although many power
animals will also assume the form of a human. Spirit guides can be
found in Lower, Middle, or Upper World journeys. It has been my
experience that while power animals may come and go, depending on
the task at hand – with the exception of the three – a spirit guide
stays as an advisor during journeys. Let us now take a closer look
at the shamanic journey.










Chapter 3
The Journey


During an ecstatic trance the shaman travels to one of the three
worlds where he or she can heal, locate and/or communicate with
their power animal(s) or spirit guide(s), meditate, divine, and for
the purposes of this book – perform as a psychopomp. There are also
a myriad of other activities one is capable of. As noted before,
each journey is unique to the individual. With this thought in mind
I will be relying on my own experiences, however my journeys are
only examples and should be taken as such. Writing about a shamanic
journey is difficult because a journey tends to take on a life of
its own for each practitioner.

In order to begin the shamanic journey, let us first address the
method most widely used to induce ecstatic trance – drumming. The
drum is by far the most important tool available to the shamanic
practitioner. Many consider it the single most natural mind
altering medium available. The use of the drum to initiate ecstatic
trance states, thus beginning the shamanic journey, has been
utilized worldwide. Although not every culture uses a drum to enter
these altered states of consciousness, many utilize some form of
repetitive sound.

Studies have shown that the repetitive sound of the drum affects
the brain waves and creates a virtual current for the shamanic
practitioner to ride into the ecstatic trance. Our consciousness
responds to repetitive sound and is deeply affected by it.

When using drumming as an aid to enter an ecstatic trance, the
drumbeat should be roughly 180 to 240 beats per minute (roughly
three to four beats per second). I recommend your initial journey
last approximately 15 minutes. At the end of the journey, tap the
drum quickly four times, then pause, then four times, pause, then
speed up the drumming to 240 to 300 beats per minute (four to five
beats per second) for about two minutes. This is known as the “call
back” and will act as a signal that it is time to wrap things up
and head back to ordinary consciousness.

There are several cassette tapes and compact disks on the market
that provide drumming and the call back. I recommend these for the
beginner as drumming for yourself and maintaining a steady beat
while journeying may be too difficult in the early stages. In the
last chapter I provided a sample guide for entering the shamanic
journey, which utilizes a prerecorded drumming tape.

Pressing on, let’s look at the three destinations of a shamanic
journey. The three worlds include the Upper, Lower (or under) and
the Middle Worlds. Each has their own characteristics and while
each individual traveler initially experiences their own version,
once one becomes a proficient journeyer it is amazing just how
connected we all are at these levels. Shamanic journeying really
blows the myth of human separation and shows just how much we
really are all part of one.

The Lower World is the place of instinctual knowing where our
animal-like powers reside and where we can find practical, earthly
help and guidance. The Lower World is the land in which many fairy
stories are set. Most helping spirits of the Lower World take the
form of animals but some take the form of humans, and some mythical
beings. Generally speaking, the Lower World appears just like a
natural landscape does in this world. Descending through a hole in
the earth usually accesses the Lower World. The type of hole
(rabbit hole, cave, etc.) is entirely up to the practitioner.

The Upper World is the world of spirit guides, cosmic beings,
and sage elders who usually appear in human form. Their help and
guidance tends to be more general and philosophical and may not be
as practical as that of the Lower World. The light tends to be
translucent and pastel colored and there is often an ethereal feel.
The ground may appear as clouds with open or cloudy skies
above.

Ascending in a cloud, a puff of smoke or a chimney normally
accesses the Upper World. The Upper World is in no way superior to
the Lower World, just as on the medicine wheel, the East is not
superior to the West. They are complimentary and equal and one
would not exist without the other.

The Middle World is both the everyday physical world that we
live in, the world of ordinary reality and a parallel non-ordinary
version of our world. It is where psychic phenomena, vibes,
hunches, telepathy, extra sensory perception, thought forms,
“weird” happenings and so on, occur. In the Middle World, you may
see the disembodied spirits of those who have died. Journeying in
the Middle World can sometimes be a true test of courage.

This is the world where disease and sickness manifest themselves
before moving into the physical body, the world where psychic
healers work and where psychic darts are thrown. To the shamanic
practitioner, it is preferable to seek a cure before getting sick!
The Western idea of waiting until the physical body is sick before
seeking help is, from a shamanic point of view, totally
archaic.

In the Middle World one may also find the dwelling place of the
spirits of the land. This would be the spirits of the trees,
streams, stones and sometimes insects. In this journey, the
shamanic practitioner can communicate with the world around him
that is normally unseen. When one heads in solitude to the
mountains for a vision quest, the first altered state he
experiences will very likely be in the Middle World. Some may find
that the Middle World is a difficult place to navigate for it does
take some getting used to. For the beginner, the best place to
start journeying is the Lower World.

For the remainder of this chapter, we’ll take a look at
renditions of some of my journeys and those previously documented
by other authors to each of the three worlds. This information is
provided as a background to the shamanic journey and will be useful
as we move toward the psychopompic journey.

Lower World Journeys

Edward Randall in Frontiers of the Afterlife,
communicated with a spirit who told him of a world where the
spirits moved simply with thought. The spirit could see others but
felt they had no idea why they were there. While the spirit was
there, he or she noticed a “guide” freely moving – floating
actually – amongst the spirits, assisting them in orientating
themselves to their present surroundings. The guide did so by
speaking in a gentle manner to the spirits and by telling them how
to cross completely over.

This relation brings up several very good points. First and
foremost, a spirit of a person who has crossed over related it to
Randall. When the shamanic practitioner journeys to the Lower
World, he or she is experiencing the same stimulations as a spirit
who has permanently left their human shell. The difference is that
the shaman can return to their body whereas the deceased spirit
cannot. Perhaps this is one way a soul knows the shaman in ecstatic
trance can help them make the crossing to the other world. We will
be exploring this more in the next chapter.

The next interesting aspect is the act of moving. Moving during
a journey is far easier than in our normal physical realm. You
simply think about moving, and you do. Of course this may take a
bit of getting used to but once you have the hang of it, you’ll
find yourself whisking through the air with the greatest of
ease.

Last but certainly not least, was the presence of a guide who
was there to help. My belief is that this guide was a shaman
conducting a psychopompic journey. Look again at the actions of
this “guide.” He spoke gently to the souls who did not realize they
had been permanently removed from their living shell and he
explained their condition and how to relieve themselves from
it.

In Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Eliade
provides an example of a Lower World journey taken by an Alaskan
shaman. The shaman entered a trance and his spirit body traveled
down a road for two days. As he walked, he heard great lamentation
and knew it was the grief of the living mourning their dead. The
shaman came to a village full of spirits who had passed and was
invited into a house and offered food. He had been warned against
eating while in this realm and resisted the offer. He continued on
his journey, which eventually led him back to his body.

One of the most striking characteristics of this telling is the
warning not to eat food while in the Land of the Dead. This is
reminiscent of the mythological tale of Hades and Persephone.
Persephone, of course, couldn’t return fully to the world above and
to her mother Demeter because she had been tricked into eating
pomegranate seeds. This is most interesting because it is difficult
to believe a shaman from Alaska would be familiar with the Greek in
origin story.

Next let me tell of a Lower World journey I undertook in which I
met my spirit guide. While some may feel this type of a journey is
too personal to share, I can assure the reader that I have been
granted permission from my spiritual allies to relate this and all
other renditions of my journeys in this work to you.

I started the journey by seeking out a hole in the trunk of a
tree. Upon entering the hole, I rapidly descended and ended up
standing alongside a rocky mountain. I was standing on a walking
trail that spiraled around the side of a cliff. Looking ahead, I
saw a figure garbed in a white robe with long hair that morphed
from black to gray. This humanoid figure carried a huge white
feather and was standing roughly fifteen yards away.

As I looked closer, the figure transformed from male to female
and then back to male. Since I have come to know him as male, I
will adopt the male gender when I speak of him. The figure
acknowledged my presence and ascended the trail along the rocky
surface. He led me around a huge bend. At times, he was so far
ahead of me I no longer could see him. I was not worried about
losing sight of him because I innately knew that wherever he had
been I would be able to follow. At one point I had caught up to
almost within ten feet.

Circling a huge cylindrical mountain, I came upon a cave
opening. It reminded me of the opening to a mineshaft. I stepped
inside and was completely surrounded by darkness, yet I was still
able to see. Just ahead I could see a flickering light and moved
forward. I eventually stepped into a room with a medium size fire
burning in the center.

Sitting by the fire was the figure, now solely taking on male
form. He said nothing nor did he acknowledge my presence. Behind
him were other openings going further into the mountain. He was
chewing on something I couldn’t identify. It was more like chewing
on beef jerky rather than chewing gum. I could no longer see the
huge white feather.

I moved to sit down by the fire when he suddenly looked directly
into my eyes and said, “Your task is to find the white feather.”
His sudden speech startled me and the wisdom I saw in those eyes
was almost haunting. Not knowing what exactly to do, I thanked him
and turned around back to where I had come from. Although I was
unclear as to why I had to find this white feather, I knew with
perfect clarity that it was a task I had to complete.

I left back through the cave opening, returned back down the
walking trail and re-entered the tunnel. As I was ascending the
tunnel, the call back sounded on the drumming tape. Journey
complete.

My initial contact with my spirit guide differs from many I have
heard in that I didn’t initially enter the journey seeking to find
a guide. At the time, I was simply looking for direction in the
undertaking of a project I was currently working. Once again, the
journey is unique to the individual.

From what has been well documented and related to me, the usual
method of finding a spirit guide is to go into the journey with the
intent to do so. As figures appear, simply ask them, “Are you my
guide?” and they will answer. My next encounter with this guide
confirms this.

After descending the hole and finding my way back to the cave, I
saw him sitting once again next to the fire. I approached him and
asked, “Are you my guide?” He smiled at me, nodded his head
affirmatively and patted the ground next to him indicating that I
should sit.

The mystique surrounding him faded as familiarity settled in
upon seeing him a second time. He sat next to me chewing on
something once again and poking a stick into the fire. As a sign of
respect, I waited for him to initiate any conversation. We sat
there in silence until the call back came. I thanked him and
returned. The obvious purpose of this journey was to confirm his
position as my guide.

As you may note, I have made sure to include even the smallest,
most seemingly insignificant actions such as the way the guide was
dressed and his actions of chewing in my recalling of this journey.
It is my belief that these actions carry significance; otherwise I
wouldn’t have noticed them at all.

Let us look now to the Middle World.

Middle World Journeys

My first experience with journeying to the Middle World involved
an interaction with the spirit of a tree. I started the drumming
tape and scoured the countryside in search of a small cave I had
seen on a previous hiking trip. As I searched for the cave, I
noticed a subtle change in the environment around me. It wasn’t an
ordinary shift, such as the wind changing direction or clouds
passing by temporarily blocking the sun. This was more of a
perception shift. The leaves of the trees became vibrant and
pulsated with life. The sounds of birds and mammals foraging in the
forest dimmed and were replaced by a gentle rustling of leaves, as
if a light breeze were flowing through a patch of Aspens. I took
particular note of this rustling and just at the edge of my senses
it sounded as if the rustling were many voices, softly
whispering.

As I passed through the Aspen trees, I came upon a grove of Oak
trees. The tone of the whispering was much lower than with the
Aspen. Straining my hearing, I could almost make out audible words.
It seemed as if the Aspen trees were mocking the Oak!

Continuing on, I came upon a large boulder that was humming a
melancholy tune. To my ears, it sounded similar to the gloomy
characteristics of an oboe. Very slow and deliberate changes in
octaves. Placing my hand on the rocky surface, I could feel the
vibrations from deep within just as one can feel the deep pounding
base of a drum in their chest.

What next caught my eyes and ears was even more incredible. Just
off to the side of the boulder was a lone fern emanating a high
pitched sound. Listening closely, it was clear to me that it was
pleading with the Beech tree looming above it to part its branches
just a bit so the sunlight could reach it. To my surprise, as I
looked up into the overhanging branches of the Beech tree, it
complied. The sun shone gloriously down on the fern. As the
sunlight touched the leaves of the fern, the high pitch subtly
changed to a merry song.

My bewilderment at the events around me soon ended as the call
back sounded and I returned to my ordinary state of consciousness.
The world around us is truly alive and full of vigor!

In some shamanic circles, journeying to the Middle World is
warned against. Many feel it is unsafe and not the place to go to
seek the spirits as those who can be found there are neither
compassionate or wise. I find this assumption to be quite far from
the actual truth of a Middle World journey. The lessons, teachings
and healings available in the Middle World are far too valuable to
the shamanic practitioner to discard journeying to the Middle World
based on the warnings of someone who’s had a bad experience.

Because you may find wandering spirits of those who have passed
in the Middle World, it is here that the initial psychopompic
encounter may occur. While containing places of peace and great
beauty, the Middle World also has dark areas where the spirits of
the dead still wander. Even so, the Middle World is not a place
that should be avoided. Should you encounter one of these spirits,
trust your spirit guide or power animal – who will be with you in
this realm should you need them – to see you through. If you have a
certain amount of trepidation in meeting these types of spirits,
then you are the one whom this book is intended. More information
on how to overcome your fears and assist the wandering spirits will
follow in later chapters.

To explore some of the wonders of the Middle World, I shall now
relate another experience I had while journeying there. After
entering an ecstatic trance, I found myself walking down a wooden
path with no purpose in mind. The sky was overcast but the air was
comfortably warm. A thin, reed-like tree called my attention. The
tree had a single stalk, roughly four inches in diameter with no
foliage or branches. Just the one lone stalk coming from its center
in the ground. It had a bamboo color and its bark was
unidentifiable.

The tree stood about six and a half feet tall. At the top was a
metallic claw. While in ordinary consciousness this would seem odd
or man-made, but in this Middle World journey it seemed just as
natural as the surrounding trees. The claw had four “fingers” that
were upright. The fingers were clasping a stone. I turned to survey
the area around me to see if there were other trees like this one.
There weren’t. This was the only tree of its kind as far as I could
see.

The stone had a dark color, brownish-yellow. As I moved closer
to the tree for a better view, I got the sensation that the tree
knew I was there. In fact, I perceived that the tree was waiting
for me. I reached up my hand, palm up as if waiting for something
to place an item in it. As I neared the claw, the “fingers”
released the stone and it rolled from the claw’s grasp into the
palm of my hand.

As soon as the stone touched the skin of my right hand, a yellow
streak of energy flowed from my palm, up the side of my arm, over
my shoulder and spiraled around my torso. It continued in a
serpentine manner down my left leg and into the ground. The
sensation I felt as the yellow energy traveled down my body was
quite startling. It was as if I were a pitcher of thick, murky
liquid that had been overturned and the contents were draining to
the forest floor.

Although I was fully clothed while walking through the woods, as
soon as the stone touched my palm I realized I was naked. After a
few seconds, a white streak of energy emerged from the ground and
passed through my right foot, spiraled up around my right leg,
continued around my torso, ran along the inside of my left arm and
ended up in my left palm. This time, the sensation was one of the
pitcher being filled with cool, crisp, rejuvenating liquid.

As the white energy completed its trek to my left palm, I
realized I was now holding two stones. One in each palm. The energy
lines – yellow from the right palm and to the ground, white from
the ground and to my left palm – continuously flowed through me. I
was experiencing a total cleansing.

I wandered away from the tree without replacing the – now two –
stones. I put both stones into one hand and found that immediately
as I did so, the energy lines stopped and I was once again fully
clothed. I then resumed my walk down the path. At this time the
call back sounded and I returned to ordinary consciousness. Upon
returning, I was fully revitalized and imbued with an abundance of
energy.

Certainly, an experience like this is not one to warn someone
away from! Lastly, let us turn to the Upper World.

Upper World Journeys

For the shamanic practitioner looking for answers to existential
questions that life provides, a journey to the Upper World is the
place to find them. It is in the Upper World where can be found
radiant spirits either taking human form or perhaps the form of
fairy tale creatures. While the knowledge gleaned from an Upper
World journey may not be as direct and forthright as one would
like, it is nonetheless just as important to understand.

One of the most widely known documented Upper World journeys was
that taken by Black Elk, an Oglala Sioux shaman. His journey,
documented by John G. Neihardt in Black Elk Speaks,
started with an illness. As a child, Black Elk became deathly ill
and while in this state, his consciousness traveled through the
hole in his tepee and was met by two spirits. These spirits called
to him and urged him to go with them. In doing so, Black Elk
realized that he no longer was incapacitated by his illness and was
able to follow the two by riding on a cloud. During this journey,
Black Elk saw many visions, which gave him instructions for his
people. Black Elk’s Upper World journey continued for twelve days.
Upon returning, he was completely healed physically.

In my own Upper World journeys, I have met beings whom I
identify as Spirits of Air. It is from these spirits all
intelligence flows. In one of these journeys, after entering the
ecstatic trance state, I traveled as smoke up a chimney and into
the clouds.

I found myself in a foggy, dreamlike place. The ground beneath
me wasn’t as firm as if standing on the earth, but had a solidity
all its own. At best I could describe it as sponge-like. As I
floated along, I became aware of almost translucent beings coasting
along beside me. They darted back and forth in front of me and over
and around me. Sometimes they moved with incredible speed, blurring
almost to the edge of my vision. Other times they moved quite
slowly. These beings did not invoke any type of fear; on the
contrary, they filled me with a very comforting feeling. I found
myself extremely pleased that they were there with me.

Appearing suddenly beside me was my spirit guide. He told me
that these spirits following me were there to answer any questions
I might wish to pose. This was a very interesting concept! I
decided to give it a try. I asked, “How does one become happy.” The
answer came in a chorus of melodious voices. One voice would start,
another would continue, and a third would finish. The voices said,
“One must seek happiness within in order to have happiness
without.”

Okay, I thought, that was an easy one – although it was
refreshing to hear confirmation of my own personal philosophy
regarding happiness. Let’s try something a bit more difficult. “Is
it possible for one to obtain total knowledge?” I asked. The
harmonious reply was, “Total knowledge is for one who has reached
their own totality. Since one had to ask, one isn’t there.”

Mulling over other questions in my mind, I was caught off guard
when my spirit guide stated we had more to do on this journey than
to play with these spirits. His voice, while not harsh, was booming
to my ears after listening to the singsong tone of the air spirits.
Needless to say, I was a bit disappointed as I felt this was an
opportune time to explore this pool of knowledge. However, I have
come to depend greatly on my spirit guide and trust him implicitly
in his guidance.

I voiced my chagrin in having to leave the air spirits behind to
my spirit guide and he responded that we were only there to explore
the territory. He explained that there would be other times when we
could return and pursue my “tedious” questions. As he spoke these
words, he wore a wry smile showing that although he was a spirit
guide, he was not lacking in sense of humor. This I found most
comforting!

We moved away from the foggy area and into an open sky. It was
brilliant and “popped” with incredible hues of blue. Here and there
were “holes” in the clouds we were walking on. I could look through
them and see other clouds farther below us. Looking up, I could see
other clouds above us. Everywhere were air spirits. Like honey bees
in a field of wildflowers. In the distance I could barely make out
what appeared to be a city. As I headed in that direction, the call
back sounded. I thanked my spirit guide and returned to ordinary
consciousness.

Each world of the shamanic journey has wonders to behold. Just
as in this world of our ordinary consciousness, there are dangers
present but the benefits of experiencing the journeys far out weigh
them. Now that we have examined the three destinations of ecstatic
trance journeys, let us now narrow our focus to those who have made
the final transition.










Chapter 4
What Happens at Death?


Death is viewed as the greatest transition humans will achieve.
No matter how hard we try and how much one may wish, death will
come to us all eventually. What happens to us after death has been
hotly debated by religions for a millennium. It is obvious that to
this day there has still been no agreement between the multitude of
theologies.

We know what happens to the physical body at death. It decays
and returns to the land either through burial, cremation, exposure
to the elements or at sea. Casting aside the religious and physical
aspects of death, for our purposes we will be focusing on the
spiritual. Unfortunately, the majority of attention that Westerners
pay to death is at the funeral. But for the shamanic practitioner,
attention is literally drawn to the spiritual side of death.

So what exactly happens at death? Those who have had a near
death experience have returned to tell of what they saw and felt.
Raymond Moody, who conducted an extensive study on individuals who
have crossed over and returned, tells us in Life After
Life that many saw other spiritual beings in the area who were
apparently there to help them with the death transition. This help,
for those near death experience cases, came in the form of telling
them that the time hadn’t come for them to make the crossing.

What is most interesting to note is the presence of other
spiritual beings who were there to help. Were these actual spirits
who themselves had crossed over or were they shamans conducting a
psychopomp? Or perhaps, a combination of both? We’ll be exploring
these questions in just a bit. Regardless, these people who have
returned from their near death experience are radically changed.
Their views of the world change, their zest for life changes, and
their interaction with others significantly changes. Additionally,
their belief in an afterlife is either greatly changed or their
present beliefs are confirmed.

This is all well and good, but what really happens at
death? There is certainly one way to find out and we will all
discover this answer eventually. For now, I believe the answer is
that consciousness, at its most primordial level, leaves the body
behind and enters another realm.

There is an intermediary stage in which the soul will cross a
bridge or some other form of structure that connects one world to
the other. After completing the crossing, I believe the soul then
dissipates into a limitless pool for regeneration. While of course
I haven’t been completely through to the other side – if I were to
do so that would make you, the reader, a most excellent medium –
this is the assumption I have made from my experiences.

However, for the purposes of this chapter, I’ll not be delving
into what happens once the crossing is completely made. I’ll leave
that to the theologians who are bound and determined to discover
the truth as they see it. Ironically, one day they will, just as
will we all. For this chapter, we’ll look at why a soul is either
unable or unwilling to complete the crossing. Or, for all intents
and purposes, is “stuck.” Before we dig into the why’s of a soul
being “stuck,” I’d like to take a look at the ramifications of that
soul being caught in place.

In almost every community, if not all, there are specific
funerary measures that must be taken for a person who has died.
Egypt by far had the most intricate. These measures were important
as death was sometimes regarded as transformation into a state of
being different from – and sometimes even hostile to – that of
those living in this world. Therefore, the funerary measures taken
by ancient Egyptians held the purpose of ensuring the dead went to
where they properly belonged.

In other words, those who were preparing the body for funerary
rites wanted to ensure they were done properly so the spirit
wouldn’t return and raise havoc. In some cases, this is a wise
precaution. The literary world is filled with stories of malevolent
ghosts creating a stir in the daily lives of those still living.
While some of these cases I can buy, the majority in my opinion are
simply stories. Fabrications either intended to cause an emotional
rise out of the listener, or stories told to keep children in line.
“Better go to sleep right away little Timmy or the boogie man will
get you!”

Because of the ability to alter ones state of consciousness,
whether intentionally or not, it is my firm belief that the vast
majority of ghostly sightings are nothing more than imprints of
ecstatic travelers. This view is certainly not shared by all.
Pauline Campanelli in Pagan Rites of Passage, tries to
discredit this view by stating that if the imprint theory were
true, then battlefields around the globe would be full of ghosts
reenacting the battles that ended their lives. She also bases her
opinion on the fact that many of the sightings are comprised of the
ghosts doing nothing more than continuing to act out the mundane
chores of every day life.

While Campanelli has problems with this theory, I have three
problems with her viewpoint. First and foremost, is the fact that
her viewpoint centers entirely on linear time. In her first attempt
at debunking, she ponders why, if ghosts are imprints, are there
not continuous re-enactments of historic battles. In order to have
this massive re-enactment, a great number of souls from these
fallen soldiers would have to be “stuck” and not fully cross over.
She also assumes they would be tethered to their place of death,
doing exactly what they did to cause them to leave this plane of
existence. Replaying over and over their last moments in this
existence. This simply doesn’t happen and in a few moments, we’ll
explore why.

Second, she wonders why many ghosts are seen repeating mundane
acts and scoffs that this action alone is enough to cause an
imprint. I can’t help but wonder what Campanelli would prefer a
spirit to do that simply does not accept the fact that their life
has ended. If a spirit cannot comprehend that their time here has
ended, is it such a far fetch that they would return to their homes
and attempt to continue on in their current afterlife state just as
they would had they not died? I am simply amazed at the view of
this notable author. The pity is the fact that she is not alone in
her views. Perhaps we can shed some light on this subject because
it, like the afterlife is controversial.

Why Would A Soul Be “Stuck?”

Let’s cut to the chase and see if we can get to the bottom of
this controversy. There are various proposed answers for a soul
being unable to complete the crossing. One is that those who have
suffered violent or sudden death are trapped by their suffering,
anguish, and fear, so they are trapped in the actions of death and
unable to move on. Another proposed answer is the spirits holding
fast to this realm are doing so because of “evil” actions done in
life and retribution for those acts are taking place in death.
Still others may feel that the spirit has other tasks to complete
before the crossing can be made. I can actually semi-agree with
this. I do believe there are spiritual “guardians” who are tasked
with helping others to cross over. However, I do not feel this
accounts for all who are bound in the liminal state of neither here
nor there.

Rather than speculating on the reasons why, why don’t we listen
to the answers provided by those who are either stuck, or were and
able to free themselves. We can find these stories by returning to
the work of Edward Randall in Frontiers of the Afterlife
who, using his uncanny abilities as a medium, relates that a spirit
told him that a spirit who tried to return to their home was struck
by the fact that the family they had known and loved while living,
couldn’t see or hear him and were lamenting as if he had died. It
took the spirit quite a while to make the crossing because the
families sorrow held him in check.

This by far is the most viable explanation I have seen and
experienced. While there have been cases I’ve encountered where the
traumatic cause of death was behind the prevention of crossing,
death in and of itself brings sorrow to those left behind.
Statistically speaking, I believe it is safe to say that there are
far more deaths that bring sorrow than deaths caused by trauma.

Delog Dawa Drolma, a Tibetan woman who’s accounts of
psychopompic journey’s we’ll briefly discuss in chapter 7, reports
that during one of her travels, a spirit told her that the tears
shed on their behalf was like blood, in the form of rain pouring
down on them. And Raymond Moody in Life After Life tells
us that some of those who have returned from a near death
experience felt that strong emotion such as love or grief pulled
them back into their bodies.

Grief is a natural expression of the ones left behind. However,
if over done, it creates an anchor to this realm of existence that
the spirit struggles to free themselves from. Sitting beside the
bedside of one about to die, you may be tempted to ask for a sign
from them after they have crossed. This request for a sign is
intended to reassure the ones left behind that life continues after
death. While sentimental, this could create a tie that binds the
spirit. While waiting for the “sign,” this emotional tie caused by
the request of the one left behind may bind the spirit to this
realm. Other groups share this view, such as the Reclaiming
Collective who states in The Pagan Book of Living and
Dying that for those who are left behind, grief is natural and
if expressed in moderation can speed the spirit on to the next
realm. However, if the grief cannot be kept in check, the sorrow
will grip the spirit and hold them to this realm.

In this brief statement, the Reclaiming Collective has shown
that while it is okay to grieve, to dwell on it has consequences
for the spirit. In grief, if control is lost over the mourning
emotions, then a connection to the one who has passed is
maintained. Severe grieving creates a constant source of energy,
which the spirit may cling. Once time and the sharp edge of grief
has passed, the energy dissipates and the spirit moves on.

To alleviate this tie, the shamanic practitioner can act as a
medium between the spirit and the grieving families. This can be
done through counseling the family – or helping them to seek
professional counseling. Grief is an incredibly strong emotion and
sometimes it takes a professional to help overcome this feeling. As
a shamanic practitioner, with experience one learns the limitations
of their abilities to help. There is absolutely no shame in finding
that outside services may be more competent in helping the
families. Another way of severing this tie is assisting the spirits
themselves. This is done through a psychopompic journey, the basis
of this book.

Another reason why a spirit may be “stuck” is its departure
through violent or traumatic means. In this case, the spirit may
not accept the fact that death has come. Similar to the movies
Ghost and Sixth Sense, the spirit knows something
has happened but death is not a consideration. While these movies
are fictitious, experience has shown me that the concept rings of
truth. These spirits too, can be assisted into the next realm
through a psychopompic journey.

The question has been raised as to should we, as shamanic
practitioners, help? The answer to this is quite simple. The spirit
will seek us out for our assistance. In my experience, if a spirit
is not ready to make the crossing, or you are not the one to help
them do so, then they will not even acknowledge you are there. As
stated in the introduction, spirits have a way of knowing you can
help and will certainly gain your attention to do so.

Not only can grief and trauma bind a spirit to this realm, but
also many tribal communities believe that invoking the spirit
through the use of their name also holds them close. In some Native
American Indian tribes, upon the death of a tribal member, all
their possessions are given away, the tepee is destroyed, and the
name of the one who has passed is not spoken by any who have had
direct interaction with them while alive. While in my travels I
have not come across a spirit being bound to this plane due to
their name being spoken, I have a deep respect for these ways and
believe it is within the realm of possibility.

But can these methods of binding the spirit be prevented? Surely
even with proper precaution, traumatic and violent death will
occur. But what of the other ways that cause this incarceration of
the spirit? What can we, as shamanic practitioners do, to ease the
transition before it takes place?

Sitting Beside Those Near Death

In following a shamanic practice, you may be asked to sit beside
the bedside of one who is dying. This is a very high emotional time
for everyone involved. These cases are rare and should be handled
with extreme care.

Before you can properly help either the family or the member who
is near death or dying, you must come to grips with what death
means to you. This means to become fearless and responsible about
our own dying, and to find in ourselves the compassion that, until
we have found this fearlessness, we may never have suspected
existed. This fearlessness of dying can be accomplished through the
shamanic journey to the Land of the Dead and working with your
power animals or spirit guides. We’ll take a look at the Land of
the Dead in the next chapter.

When sitting by the bedside of those nearing death, you may find
yourself being asked questions about the afterlife and your views
of theology. This is perfectly natural as religious theologies have
attempted to help us come to terms with the fact that one day we
all will die. In cases like these, you may be tempted to push your
own religious views either intentionally or unintentionally on the
person about to die.

The last thing we want to do at a time like this is to confuse
the person who is close to taking their last breaths of life. In
some cases, you may not have the answers and that is okay. Tell
them so. The important thing is that you are there for them and are
willing to help as openly and honestly as you can. This honesty
will generally relieve the person as most likely they will be
surrounded by family members who falsely assure them they will get
better. Honesty on your part may lead to the opening of a dialogue
between you, the patient and the family members.

There have been some excellent books written by hospice nurses
who have seen how the patient clings to life in order to either be
given permission to die or to wrap up “family business” before
doing so. This family business could be to heal rifts between
themselves and other members of their family whom they haven’t had
a close relationship with for years. Dying without bringing closure
to these matters may also create a link that tethers their spirit
to this existence.

Open communication about what happens at death and helping to
ease family wounds are two ways of assisting those close to death.
A third is to ensure their last wishes are properly documented.
Wills are invaluable in expressing last wishes. Because many
cultures believe your spirit is still close by for a period of time
after death, the sight of seeing relatives squabbling over your
goods or misusing your money may also prevent the spirit from fully
crossing.

Making the death transition as easy as possible may prevent the
spirit of the one who is about to cross from being “stuck” or
tethered to this life. As the one near death releases their grip on
life, sitting beside them could be an awe-inspiring experience.

With a firm understanding of death, having family matters taken
care of and last wishes honored, hopefully the spirit will be able
to make an easy transition into the next realm, thus preventing the
need for a psychopompic journey to be taken on their behalf at a
later time.










Chapter 5
Realms of the Dead


Now that we have examined what happens at the moment of death,
let us turn to the destination of the newly departed spirits. The
majority of information available to us on the realms of the dead
comes to us from the “Books of the Dead” by several different
cultures. Each of these versions are related precisely to the
cultures from which they originate. Each culture has portrayed the
realms of the dead in accordance with their own myths and
stories.

We can see glimpses of these realms through the stories told by
those who have experienced a near death experience. Even in these
tales, we can see where the individual’s culture has influenced
their visions. For instance, people who follow a Christian faith
may see Christ, the Virgin Mary or even angels.

The shamanic practitioner is usually introduced to these realms
through their journeys to the Lower World or through their
initiation into shamanism. Repeated over and over in tales from
different cultures, lies a barrier that must be crossed. This
barrier divides the land of the living from the destination of the
dead. This division is liminal space. A void. This is where the
souls reside who are “stuck” and cannot reach one side or the
other. This is the Land of the Dead. Many names have been given to
the mechanism for crossing from one side to the other. The Greeks
and Romans believed that the dead were ferried across the river
Styx by a boatman named Charon, for whose payment a coin was placed
in the mouth of the deceased. In Zoroastrianism the dead cross the
Bridge of the Requiter. Bridges also figure in Muslim and
Scandinavian eschatologies and even in early Christian folklore
there was a bridge of death.

As you can see, a bridge, a river, an ocean, or some other means
of traversing this gap crosses this barrier. Even in our “modern”
Western religions there are several examples that mention this
connection between the worlds. For instance, Baptists sing hymns
about crossing “swelling tides,” and Quakers belief death entails
crossing a sea.

There are a few religious theologies that take a different view
of the afterlife. Assemblies of God followers believe that heaven
exists on a different wavelength, similar to the three destinations
of a shamanic journey and Seventh-day Adventists believe death is
just a stage of sleeping where the dead know nothing.

Clearly, different visions for different cultural beliefs.
Shamanic practitioners are not immune to this. Each have their own
versions of the Land of the Dead. Sometimes there are more than
one. For instance, in performing as a psychopomp for an individual
who spent their lives in the jungle, this realm may appear as a
dense jungle, full of snakes with little sunlight. For one who
spent the majority of their lives on the ocean, the liminal place
between realms may appear as a vast ocean with no land in sight.
The shaman, who has the ability to enter the Land of the Dead and
return, produces their own inner map of the postmortem terrain. The
map provides navigational instructions on how to reach the Land of
the Dead but what they see once they’ve arrived may differ each
visit.

Returning to the “Books of the Dead”, these books were an
invaluable tool for those on the verge of crossing over. These
books provided, in some cases, explicit details of how the
afterlife would appear. This was important, because it alleviated
the fear that normally accompanies death. It relieved the
individual of the burden of traveling into the unknown.
Unfortunately, these great works weren’t always accepted for their
intrinsic value. In his work, Books of the Dead: Manuals for
Living and Dying, Stanislav Grof states that when these works
first came to the attention of Western scholars, they were
considered to be fictitious accounts by people who were unable to
accept the reality of their own mortality. They were categorized as
fairly tales and bore no relevance to everyday reality. Only after
intense study did these texts reveal their worth.

Not only did the various Books of the Dead provide maps of the
afterlife, they also contained spells for dealing with the perils
encountered in these realms. Copies of these books were placed in
the tombs of the dead.

Other methods were also used to ensure the crossing was
complete. Orphic communities in southern Italy and Crete provided
their dead with instruction about the next world by inscribing them
on gold laminae plates deposited in the graves. Chinese Buddhists
were informed in popular prints of what to expect as they passed
after death through the ten hells to their next incarnation. More
practical equipment for the journey to the next realm was provided
for the Greek and Roman dead. In addition to the money to pay
Charon for their passage across the river Styx, the dead were also
provided with honey cakes for Cerberus, the three-headed dog that
guarded the entrance to Hades.

One thing is perfectly clear, those left behind – or still
living in this realm – wanted to be sure the dead could get to
where they were going and took elaborate measures to see a
completed crossing occurred. Why is this so? Because the merging of
the Land of the Dead with our own realm can have some rather
interesting effects.

During my own psychopompic journeys, the Land of the Dead has
taken on different characteristics. At times the Land of the Dead
can be a very peaceful place. Full of green grass, golden wheat
fields, white puffy clouds against the bluest of skies. Full of
birdsong, the wind whistling through soft leaves and the smell of
rich, fertile earth. In the distance, a sparkling pool. Across this
pool is the next realm. Why would a soul wish to leave such a
place? The reason is that there is such a feeling of having too
much of a good thing. Sure this sounds like paradise, and for a
while I’m sure it is. But how long could you or I handle being in
this serene surrounding alone? This isolation is what the soul
experiences that cannot make the crossing from one realm to the
next.

Although we have already seen reports of those experiencing a
near death experience seeing other spirits or loved ones waiting on
the other side for them, I have yet, in my albeit limited
experience, seen a soul that was “stuck” acknowledge the fact that
others are there with them. I believe this is because a soul that
has completely crossed – totally severed from their physical body –
doesn’t sense that other souls are nearby. Therefore, these newly
departed souls are in their own private area in a public place.
This sensation would be similar to the feeling of being totally
alone while standing in a roomful of people.

As noted in the simulated psychopompic journey in chapter 1,
when the shamanic practitioner acting as a psychopomp enters the
Land of the Dead, he or she may see thousands of souls. To the
shaman, these souls may appear to be working together to achieve a
goal: reaching the other side. Upon closer inspection, it becomes
clear that these souls have no idea there are others in their close
proximity. This feeling of isolation on the part of the newly
departed soul is confirmed as soon as the soul speaks to the
shamanic journeyer. During my travels I have been greeted with
statements such as, “I’m so glad you are here! I am so lonely,” and
“I have been alone for as long as I can remember.” For the soul,
this waiting could be a matter of minutes; days; months; years; or
even centuries. Their timetables do not run on linear time.

There is another, darker side to the Land of the Dead. In these
darker realms, trees take on shadowy, ominous tones. Branches turn
into fingers and claws. The chill of the wind cuts to the bone.
This is especially unnerving when you consider that you are not in
your physical body yet you still have this bone-chilling sensation.
The sky above is dark and murky. The ground is spongy – not like
the Upper World where the spongy feeling has a springy substance –
more like the feeling of treading across quicksand. If clouds are
present, they are dark and threaten rain. If no clouds are present,
then above is total darkness above without the hint of a star. A
curtain of blackness. No light at all except an eerie green or
bluish hue, emanating from an unknown source, similar to looking
through night vision goggles. The plants and trees – if there are
any – look sickly and on the verge of death themselves. Rivers are
black and take on the syrupy qualities of molasses. Every item in
this dark realm brings pain and suffering. Blades of grass are
sharp as razors. Thorns pierce the skin like knives. The sun – if
it shines at all – burns like radiation. The smell of mold and
mildew hang in the air. The air itself is thick. Out of control
fires burn rampant and the smoke billowing from them is thick and
smothering. There are sounds all around of impending danger.
Distant howls. Growling. That which frightens even the best of us.
It is no wonder that a soul stuck in this realm is eager to leave
it behind.

Yet another scene of the Land of the Dead. This scene mirrors
our ordinary reality. The hustle of bustle of daily life surrounds
these spirits yet they cannot make contact with a “living” soul.
These spirits may turn to their old lives and old habits in an
effort to try and return to “normal.” Cases like these were cases
mentioned in the last chapter.

Still another scene. A barren landscape. Like standing in the
middle of a desert. The sky is red, the ground is a rusty orange.
Nothing in any direction as far as the eye can see with the
exception of a bridge, looming in the distance. A huge bridge
reminiscent of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. On the
other side of the bridge is a wall of energy. If you remember the
old Charlton Heston movie Ten Commandments, this wall of
energy will look similar to when Moses (Heston) parted the Red Sea.
An invisible wall held both sides of the water at bay. On the other
side of the invisible wall one could see the water pushing against
the transparent barrier and pulsing with life. This scene is what
the wall of energy looks like in this version of the Land of the
Dead. Some unseen force holding the wall of energy back and the
only way to reach this mass of energy is by crossing the bridge
that heads directly into it.

In each of these scenes of the Land of the Dead there will be in
plain view, the next realm. This may take on the shape of an
inviting pool, in the case of the wondrous realm first described
above. Inviting, yet the soul fears beyond fear to enter. The soul
won’t voluntarily go near it. At times I have seen a soul who has
made the attempt to cross the barrier. For whatever reason, the
soul doesn’t complete the crossing and ends up floundering in the
trepid waters. Now the soul is stuck within being stuck. Not only
can the soul not escape this liminal space between worlds, but it
can also not escape it’s current predicament.

In other cases the means of crossing over to the next realm may
take the form of a bridge. Shaky or sturdy, is of no matter.
Something about the bridge causes trepidation on the part of the
soul. Perhaps this apprehension is because the soul knows that once
it crosses, it will totally leave this realm of existence never to
return. In the case of the soul dwelling in the shadowy realms,
what is on the other side may be worse than what they are
experiencing now. Same for the one living in apparent bliss. Once
again it is the unknown that causes fear. It appears that even in
death one cannot escape this fear of the unknown.

Exactly what causes this fear is unknown, at least to me.
Regardless, at the sight of a shamanic practitioner in the midst of
a journey, the soul knows exactly who can help them. With the aid
of the psychopomp, the soul is able to complete the crossing. It is
as if these trapped souls needed the shaman to take the first step
with them. I have yet to have an experience where I’ve had to
“chase away demons” from one dwelling in the shadowy realm nor have
I had to “drag kicking and screaming” a soul from “paradise.” As
stated before, the soul chooses the psychopomp. Not the other way
around. In order to successfully make the crossing from this realm
to the next, the soul must be totally willing; otherwise there
would be no call at all. This does not mean, however, that a soul
is willing at the onset to go. At times, a bit of trickery on the
part of the shaman may be called for, as we will see a little later
on.

In the conversations I have had with these trapped souls, a
theme that reoccurs is that they had no idea what to expect at
death. Most souls didn’t even know they had passed. Even after
being told that their life in the ordinary realm has ended, the
souls still didn’t know where to go. Some souls have stated to me
that there were other souls present to meet them initially upon
entering their present realm, but these others were terrifying in
appearance to the newly arrived so the soul chose not to accompany
them to “where ever it was they wanted me to go.”

Others souls have related that there was no one there at all.
They just “showed up” where they currently are. They’ve been
wandering around aimlessly with no clear direction or destination.
Thus the importance of works such as the Books of the Dead.

These books gave clear instructions to the newly departed. With
these instructions, the newly departed souls could navigate their
way through the Land of the Dead and could successfully cross over
into the next realm.

From the Norse myths of Valhalla where the dead warriors fought,
feasted, and awaited Ragnarok, the final destruction, to the “happy
hunting grounds” of some Native American Indian tribes, to the
Summerlands of many pagan beliefs, the realms of the dead share a
rich and unique history. A history that belongs to each culture and
should be shared and nurtured by each and every member of the
community from which it stems.

The days of gathering around the council fire and recounting
tales of cultural legends are fading. Replacing them is the modern
council fire: television. With its mindless programming and money
making agenda, television is one of the responsible entities in the
eradication of communal knowledge.

Take time away from this entrapment of technology. Learn the
legends of your heritage. Share them with your children. Change
today’s council fire of television into the warmth the fireplace.
Light candles and spend time with your family. In doing so, perhaps
the need for the shamanic psychopompic journey will decrease,
rather than increase as it has.

Until the reintegration of community knowledge occurs in our
society, the need for the shamanic practitioner to accept the role
of conducting souls to the next realm will continue.










Chapter 6
Preparation for the Psychopomp Journey


Because the call to perform as psychopomp may come unexpectedly,
the preparation for such an undertaking must be made well in
advance and always kept in the back of the mind. It is important to
remember that just because the body ceases to function, the spirit
still lives on. In order for the transition to be complete, the
soul must be able to find its way to the next realm of existence.
Encountering a soul who has reached out to you for assistance does
have its dangers. If the shamanic practitioner is unfamiliar with
the Land of the Dead or where exactly to escort the soul, the soul
could retaliate with violence for this ignorance.

Shamanic practitioners are uniquely suited to performing
psychopompic journeys because of their familiarity with the Lands
of the Dead. But where does this familiarity come from? This
question will be the focus of this chapter.

Like many shamans of the past, the Land of the Dead holds a
particular fascination for shamanic practitioners of today.
However, journeying to the Land of the Dead can be fraught with
peril. This is where relying on your power animal or spirit guide
is essential. Your power animal or spirit guide instinctively knows
if you are ready to undertake such a journey and won’t be hesitant
about letting you know.

Your power animal or spirit guide will assist you in preparing
for a journey to the Land of the Dead. All you have to do is state
your intention to them. This assistance may take months or even
years of preparation. In Soul Retrieval, Sandra Ingerman
tells us that her preparation to enter the Land of the Dead took
two years. Two years of working closely with her spirit helper.

During the preparation for traveling to the Land of the Dead,
your power animal or spirit guide may take you through a series of
tasks or quests. Some of these tasks may take place during ordinary
states of consciousness, such as learning to move with stealth.
Most will occur while journeying in ecstatic trance, as this is
where the real peril lies.

When speaking of peril, I am not talking about the potential to
lose one’s life. Contrary to what is portrayed in the movie,
The Matrix, the mind does not make death during an altered
state real. If this were indeed the case, then shamanic initiations
of total dismemberment and reconstruction would end the life of the
practitioner.

The peril I speak of may take the form of psychological scars.
Being attacked by a raging spirit during an ecstatic trance may
cause deep psychological trauma. The lines between this world and
those worlds available during shamanic journeys become skewed.
Schizophrenia is a common diagnosis of those who cannot separate
the reality of this world from the reality of other worlds. This
skewing of worlds certainly poses a danger to the physical body as
psychic trauma could cause psychosomatic illness and pain.

While I have stated that the mind does not make death during an
altered state real in this, our ordinary realm, I am referring
solely with the events that unfold during a shamanic journey. Upon
return, if the practitioner is traumatized by what has taken place
during a journey, this trauma could bleed over into ordinary
reality resulting in serious problems physically. It is with this
thought in mind that I stress the importance of working closely
with your power animals and spirit guides. Listen to their
wisdom.

The realms between this world and the next take on the
appearance of the spirit who has to make the crossing. The basis of
this appearance is tied to the worldview and cultural beliefs of
the community from which the spirit resided while living.
Therefore, your view of the afterlife will more than
likely differ greatly from the spirit whom you are trying to
assist. This is an important point as the shamanic practitioner who
acts in a psychopompic role will not be seeing the afterlife as he
or she expects. What they will see will be the afterlife as
believed in by the spirit. We’ll see a bit more of this in the next
chapter.

You may be asking yourself, “If what I see in the Land of the
Dead isn’t what the spirit sees, then why should I bother to
journey to the Land of the Dead at all?” The reason for journeying
to the Land of the Dead is to gain familiarity with going there. It
is the act that is important, not what one sees. Once familiarity
has been gained with this realm, then no matter what situation
evolves during the psychopompic journey, some inkling of cognizance
will present itself.

To put it another way, imagine being in a foreign country. You
are driving a car down the road and can’t read any of the highway
signs. You are familiar with the signs in your country; their
shape, location in relation to intersections and crossroads, color,
etc. With this knowledge, even though you are in totally unfamiliar
surroundings, you still have the ability to follow at least a
majority of the highway laws.

As stated before, spirits don’t take kindly to ignorance when
they are reaching out for assistance. This is why it is important
to at least have an acquaintance with the Land of the Dead.
Discussing how one becomes familiar with this realm is difficult,
as each power animal or spirit guide is unique to the practitioner.
What my spirit guide showed me in preparation for a journey to this
realm will certainly be different than what the guide of another
practitioner is shown. These differences not only apply to the
tactics and teaching methods of the spirit guides, but also to what
one will see during a journey to the Upper, Middle or Lower Worlds
or during a psychopompic journey.

Keeping the possibility of the difference in experiences in
mind, let us press on in the fashion that has brought us this far.
I will share with you some of the tasks my spirit guide presented
to me. The quests I had to undertake and the tests I had to pass in
order to gain the ability to journey to the Land of the Dead.
Perhaps my experiences will serve as a basis for comparison for the
reader’s experiences.

When I first mentioned my desire to travel to the Land of the
Dead to one of my power animals, she indicated to me that she was
not the one to teach me the methods of how to do so. I had to seek
assistance elsewhere. At the time, I was still relatively new to
the shamanic journey and was taken aback by the fact that my power
animal couldn’t or wouldn’t show me the way. I placed a great deal
of trust and respect in my power animal believing she could show me
anything. I felt disappointed and dismayed and believed that I was
wrong about placing such a great deal of respect in her.

I have since come to learn that she certainly could have done
so, but she had the foresight to know that her methods of teaching
would not be suitable for my learning needs. I needed someone that
could show me in my terms what I would need to do. By
referring me to another, my power animal showed great wisdom and I
am grateful for her insight.

During my next journey to the Lower World, I spoke to my spirit
guide about my dilemma. He indicated that he could show me the way,
but it would require a great deal of patience on my part, as the
training would be arduous. My initial reaction was to scoff at his
precautionary tone. Simultaneously he had been working with me on
learning to be humble. I remembered the lessons in humility almost
immediately and readily agreed that I would be willing to work
toward my goal.

Over the next year, I was tasked to find objects hidden by my
spirit guide and power animals on different levels of the Upper,
Middle and Lower Worlds. I learned to work with different animals
in each of these planes and not to rely solely on my spiritual
companions. I had to learn how to accomplish seemingly mindless
tasks while my companions hounded me with distractions. My biggest
problem, as told to me by my spirit guide, was concentration. The
way he described my “condition,” made me feel like I had Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder while in ecstatic trance. I voiced
this to him and his response was, “Exactly!”

The training required by my spiritual allies to enter the Land
of the Dead carried over into ordinary states of consciousness. My
spirit guide prodded me to take speed-reading courses in order to
digest information at a rapid pace. I was to study other religions
and their views of the afterlife. I was to read accounts of other
shamanic practitioners who had traveled to the Land of the Dead,
and if possible, to discuss these journeys with them. I was
instructed to begin a rigorous physical training program so my body
would be strong. I had to learn how to release my attachment
tendencies toward objects and people. My favorite records had to be
put aside for a while. My friends had to go out without me. I had
to develop new ways to do mundane tasks. This included taking
different routes to work and changing my daily habits, such as
brushing my teeth before showering, shaving after dressing, etc.
These actions were to keep me from being predictable.

My shamanic journeys became longer and longer. Instead of the
thirty to forty-five minute journeys I was accustomed to, I found
myself doing an hour to an hour and a half. Needless to say, this
training took an enormous amount of patience, as predicted by my
spirit guide. With tremendous effort I resisted the urge to
continually question my spirit guide with, “Am I ready yet?”

After eighteen months of this intense training, my spirit guide
finally stated that I was ready to travel to the Land of the Dead.
My excitement was supreme! I circled the day on the calendar I had
chosen to journey to the Land of the Dead and made all the
necessary preparations to ensure I wouldn’t be disturbed. When that
day arrived, I felt I was ready.

I clicked on the drumming cassette and easily entered an
ecstatic trance and found myself heading down a rabbit hole into
the Lower World. One of my power animals was there, waiting for me.
He asked if I was ready for my journey into the Land of the Dead
and I responded affirmatively. I was literally quaking with
anticipation. With a flick of his head, he indicated a path through
a grove of trees I was to follow. I knew he couldn’t come with me
but felt the urge to ask anyway.

“I can come with you for a short way, but after that you are on
your own. You did say you were ready for this, correct?”

“Absolutely,” was my confident reply.

I headed down the path and immediately noticed the air turning
cooler. Ahead I could see an area where snow had recently fallen. I
entered the snowy realm and looked at my surroundings. I saw
nothing but a forest covered in white.

“This is odd,” I thought to myself. Suddenly the ground under my
feet shook, as if someone huge were walking toward me. Rhythmic
earthquakes would be the best description. I felt a surge of fear
running through my body and my initial reaction was to look around
for a place to hide. I looked back to where I had entered this
realm and to my horror, the path was gone! No exit! I started to
panic at the thought of not having an escape route.

Emerging from the trees was an enormous spirit carrying a large
drum. Either due to my intense fear at the sight of this apparition
or because of my focusing on the drum, I cannot recall to this day
exactly what the spirit looked like. On the drum the spirit was
pounding a stick. A closer examination of the stick revealed a more
macabre scene. This wasn’t a stick at all. It was the remains of
the spine and skull of a human. The creature was holding the spine
and was pounding the skull against the skin of the drum, causing
the ground to tremble. From my vantage point – or hiding spot – I
could see that the drumhead itself was made of human flesh. This
was easy to tell as pieces of the unlucky individuals remains
dangled from the drumhead.

Behind this massive spirit were rows and rows of “dead” spirits
in various stages of decay and decomposition. They were marching
behind the immense leader as if by command. As they neared my
position, one of the decaying spirits looked directly at me! He
brought the location of my whereabouts to the attention of the
“leader” who turned a baleful eye toward me.

I was petrified with fear. I had nowhere to go and no way to
defend myself against what I considered to be certain death. At the
time, I had forgotten that death experienced while journeying does
not result in the physical death of the journeyer. As the creature
neared, its appearance suddenly transformed into that of my spirit
guide. The followers also changed into the forms of my power
animals. I was crouched in my position watching the entire scene
and upon seeing this transformation; I fell back on my butt.

“I thought you said you were ready?” said one of my power
animals with a wry grin.

The whole episode was another test! A very effective one, as at
that precise moment, I knew I still had more training to do before
I could go on my own into the Land of the Dead.

Over the next several months, I listened to the chiding of my
power animals and spirit guides for my “panic stricken state”
caused by their ploy. There was no disappointment in their tones
though, more like a parent in the process of teaching their
child.

I also re-learned the value of knowing that if a journey becomes
too intense, escape is only a thought away. At the time, I was too
concerned about leaving through the way I had entered the scenario
to realize this.

When the time came for me to actually enter the Land of the
Dead, I felt fully prepared. My spirit guide and power animals had
instructed me well.

I entered an ecstatic trance and journeyed through the rabbit
hole and into the familiar surrounding of the cave, the meeting
place of my spirit guide.

I approached my spirit guide and affirmatively answered his
question of my readiness to enter the Land of the Dead. He then
lead me down one of the many tunnels connected to the main room of
the cave, where my spirit guide and I spend many journeys speaking
to each other while gazing a the flickering flames of the center
fire.

I walked down the hallway with firm conviction. I knew
I was ready. The hallway led to an archway door. Stepping over the
threshold, I found myself standing in a rough terrain. The sky
overhead was red with brilliant flashes of yellow lightning. The
ground was hard and I could tell it was uninhabitable for plant
life. Dry and rocky, the ground held no nutrients required to
sustain floral life. A light breeze carried small granules of sand
that stung my eyes. My mouth was soon full of the miniature pebbles
and moisture quickly departed from my salivary glands.

In the distance, I could see a walled city. The whole scene was
very Dante-istic. I instinctively knew the macabre scene before me
was due to my perceptions of what the Land of the Dead would
resemble. My own worldview was shaping the environment.

I quickly realized this and decided that this was not the type
of journey I wanted to experience. With a few simple mental
adjustments, the sky overhead turned from red to black. The
lightning ceased. The ground, however, stayed the same.

Under a skyline illuminated by countless stars, I made my way
toward the city. I reached the gates of the city with no encounters
along the way and walked through the entrance. There were spirits
meandering about all around me.

My first impression was to try and avoid any of these spirits
seeing me. But looking around, I knew this would be impossible.
There was simply nowhere to hide. Standing in the center of the
town’s square, I quickly determined that my desire to remain unseen
was not required at the time. The spirits were paying no attention
to me whatsoever.

After a few minutes of observing my surroundings, I randomly
chose a direction and headed North down the first street I
encountered. It wasn’t long before the inattention paid me by the
spirits changed. A ghostly apparition of a young woman approached
me. She addressed me as if she recognized who I was. Obviously a
case of mistaken identification as this was my first journey into
the Land of the Dead.

I couldn’t make out what she was saying but it appeared she was
expressing sorrow at my being there. The best way I could describe
her language would be to say it was at a different pace than I am
accustomed to. Perhaps it was on a different frequency or a variety
of frequencies whose ranges when from within my abilities to hear
to beyond my listening capabilities.

The spirit led me further North down the street as if she were
taking me to meet someone. I had the overwhelming sensation that
whomever she wished me to meet would know that I wasn’t technically
supposed to be there. Rather than being a spirit of one who had
died and no longer had a physical body to return to, my journey
into the Land of the Dead was for the purposes of a visit only.

I pulled my hand from her grasp and bowed to her. I knew I
couldn’t verbally communicate my wishes to avoid meeting whomever
she had in mind. I simply “thought” my apologies for being required
elsewhere and bid her adieu. She gave me a quizzical look but
didn’t pursue the matter.

I turned around and headed South, back from whence I came.
Although I was fully armed with the knowledge that I could leave
the Land of the Dead at anytime, I felt more secure being near spot
I had entered.

As I continued moseying down the street, I noticed a puddle of
some form of liquid in the middle of the road. I floated over the
top of the puddle and caught my reflection in the liquid’s surface.
To my astonishment, I looked completely different from my ordinary
self! The wrinkles in my face were more pronounced and I looked at
least thirty pounds lighter. My skin color had an ash hue and one
could clearly see my skeletal frame through it. No wonder the
spirits weren’t paying me much attention; I looked like I belonged
there in the Land of the Dead! I found out only later that this
“shape shifting” had been a gift from my spirit guide.

Standing in the middle of the street staring in mesmerization at
my reflection, I didn’t notice the spirits that were gathering
around me. A slight flicker in my peripheral vision drew my
awareness back. Apparently, my realization that my features had
changed was drawing attention to the fact that I was indeed,
different from the other spirits. I could sense by the actions of
the spirits around me that the ruse of the shape shift was ending.
They could see me!

Not taking any chances, I immediately “thought” myself back to
one of the tunnels of the cave. I walked back to the room with the
warm fire and took up my position next to my spirit guide. I was
disappointed that my own distraction had ended my journey to the
Land of the Dead so soon. My guide said nothing sitting next to me.
We both stared into the flames until the callback sounded.

Although coached well by my spiritual allies, my own curiosity
ended my journey. Since then I have returned to the Land of the
Dead on a few occasions and each time has been a learning
experience.










Chapter 7
Journeys


Now that we have covered shamanic journeys; the reasons why a
soul would be “stuck”; explored the realms of the dead and the Land
of the Dead; and have prepared for a psychopompic journey, let us
now delve into the psychopompic journey itself. In this chapter we
will explore journeys taken by those following a shamanic path and
by those simply experimenting with traveling out of the body as
they are called upon to guide the souls of the dead into the next
realm. We’ll wrap up with a few accounts of my own psychopompic
journeys.

While experimenting with out of body experiences, Robert Monroe
reported in Journeys Out of the Body an encounter he had
with a young boy. Monroe had seen the boy before very recently
during a previous out of body activity but saw him again
unexpectedly. The boy approached Monroe and inquired as to what he
was supposed to do now that he had found Monroe. Monroe, not
knowing exactly what to do, never having experienced this before,
put his arm around the youth and comforted him for a while. He told
the boy that soon others would arrive who would take the boy to his
destination. After returning to his ordinary state of
consciousness, Monroe discovered by reading a newspaper that a
ten-year-old boy had died from a lingering illness. He had died
shortly before Monroe’s first encounter.

A little later on, Monroe reports that while in the “second
state” – a term Monroe uses to describe his out of body travels –
he found himself in a park-like setting seeing hundreds of men and
women milling about. He instinctively knew this setting was a place
where the newly departed met other spirits who would escort them to
the realm beyond.

While Monroe’s experiences were not technically psychopompic in
nature, these experiences reiterate the fact that the souls will
seek out the traveler in order to help them. In the case of the
boy, Monroe’s psychopompic act was simply to provide comfort until
other spirits could arrive and escort the soul. In his second
experience, I believe he caught a glimpse of the Land of the Dead,
where spirits were waiting to be guided to the other side.

Now we will turn to the journeys of Delog Dawa Drolma. Her
accounts, as described in Delog: Journey to Realms Beyond
Death, are extremely vivid in description yet specific to her
Tibetan cultural influences. During an illness lasting ten days,
from which she experienced prophetic visions, she not only
witnessed others performing the role of psychopomp, she herself
acted in this capacity. In this illness induced trance state, she
journeyed through the passages of the Bardos – the Tibetan term for
the realms of the afterlife – and had visions of souls so numerous
that they were without number. Souls called out to her asking for
her assistance. Not only did she assist these souls, but she also
saw others helping souls to pass over to the Potala Mountain, or
paradise.

As previously stated, the call to act as psychopomp may come to
the shamanic practitioner while he or she is performing other
actions – thus the necessity of being prepared as outlined in the
last chapter. Sandra Ingerman relates this fact perfectly in
Soul Retrieval. While performing a soul retrieval for a
client, Ingerman was called upon to guide a soul to the next realm.
After journeying to the Middle World in search of the soul fragment
of her client, she found the personification of the soul fragment
chained to a tree. Hiding behind the tree was the soul of a woman
who had chained Ingerman’s client. After a brief struggle with the
soul (the soul tried to attack her) Ingerman persuaded the soul to
journey with her by enticing the soul with a crystal. Ingerman
asked the soul if she would like to see more crystals and when the
soul agreed, Ingerman gently guided the soul to the next realm.

Here, Ingerman shows us that at times, a bit of trickery may be
necessary to assist the soul to the next realm. She also shows us
the possible dangers involved in the initial meeting of these
souls.

I will now share several of my psychopompic journeys. I would
like to start with the first because it was one of the most
emotionally charged journeys I have taken.

While journeying to the Lower World to gain more familiarity
with one of my power animals, I found myself standing in front of
the trunk of an old oak tree. Finding myself here wasn’t unusual as
this particular power animal was fond of places with high nesting
places. At the top of the tree perched my power animal. He looked
down at me with his piercing eyes in a way that made me most
uncomfortable. The look wasn’t malevolent in nature but was
definitely mischievous. I knew without a doubt that he had
something in store for me.

He swooped down and landed on my shoulder. His weight caused me
to teeter a bit but I quickly straightened myself. “Today,” he
said, “We won’t be doing the normal frolicking about. There is a
task that you must perform.”

“Certainly,” I replied. “When do we get started?”

“Not we,” he answered, “You.”

This was odd to me as the only time I had been truly alone
during a journey was a visit to the Land of the Dead. A place where
my power animals could not go. I inquired if this was the
destination and he nodded affirmatively. “But why should I return
there?” I asked.

“Because you must help me,” came the reply from a new voice
behind me. This was most unexpected and I nearly jumped out of my
nonordinary skin – which would have been some feat! I turned around
to see who owned the voice.

Standing about ten feet from me was a man dressed in foreign
attire. He looked almost like a legionnaire from the Roman Empire.
His face was ash gray and drawn like one who hasn’t slept in days.
His build was so slender that I could clearly see the bones beneath
his almost transparent skin. He stood hunched over as if the very
act of standing was sapping his strength. He wore a tattered maroon
colored tunic that had almost faded to pink. Weathered sandals were
on his feet and were strapped to his skinny legs by thin strands of
leather. An unwholesome loneliness radiated from his being. He
moved toward me and I took a reflexive step backward. This caused
him to stop and stare at me with scrutiny. Staring back at him, I
could tell that my apprehension was having an adverse effect. His
stare became a scowl. He moved menacingly toward me.

I looked to my power animal for assistance and only then noticed
that my power animal had left my shoulder and had flown to a nearby
branch, overlooking the scene below. “You must be his guide,” he
called down to me. Glancing between my power animal and the spirit,
I sensed that the placid scene of the oak tree was changing. It’s
vibrant green leaves and healthy branches were deteriorating before
my eyes. The air around me was growing foggy and the temperature
was dropping.

The lessons taught to me by my power animals and spirit guide
during my travels through the Land of the Dead came flooding back
to me. “Yes,” I confidently responded to the spirit, “I will help
you.”

With this said, the spirit stopped moving toward me and I could
see relief flooding over him. Just prior to this, when he was
coming toward me, I could swear that he was either growing larger
or I was shrinking. It was most disturbing. Upon reflection, there
is no doubt in my mind that he could have seriously harmed me.

“First,” I stated, “tell me why you need my help. What is
holding you back?” The spirit turned and pointed off to the
distance. The oak tree was now completely gone and I was standing
in the Land of the Dead. In the distance I could see a swirling
wall of energy. Before this wall of energy was a river, raging and
appearing impassable.

“I cannot cross the river,” the spirit replied. “I came here
long ago and have explored this vast territory for hundreds of
leagues. There is nothing here but the river and the barrier.”

I looked around and true enough; the entire plane was barren
with the exception of the barrier and the river, which appeared to
have no ending or beginning.

“Was there no one here to greet you?” I asked.

“Ghosts,” he replied. “Ghosts greeted me. The ghosts of my
father and grandfather.”

I understood. He didn’t realize he had died and the “ghosts”
were there to greet him and help him make the crossing. “When the
ghosts came, I fled and they pursued. Eventually they went away and
I was left here alone.”

Overcoming my initial apprehension in dealing with this spirit,
I motioned that we should head to the river. He eyed the direction
with visible trepidation, but followed. We floated toward the river
and I tried to make small talk by asking where he was from, what
happened, etcetera, but received no answer. The spirit was intently
looking ahead.

As we neared the river, I was formulating my plan for getting
him to the other side. I could see that the barrier I cannot cross,
stopped directly at the water’s edge. I was thinking that picking
him up and just flying to the other side would be the best bet when
his voice interrupted my thoughts.

“I can go no farther.”

We were standing at the water’s edge on our side. The river was
about fifty feet across. The water was moving rapidly with the
current. I looked at the spirit and could see that he was
petrified. What was it about this river that made him so fearful? I
looked back to the river and could see nothing that would cause
such an emotion. Sure the water was moving swiftly but it seemed
easy enough to navigate. Especially since he could have just
floated right over it.

During my journeys to the Lower, Middle and Upper Worlds, I have
been able to lift objects that would be impossible – in my mind –
to lift in ordinary consciousness. With this thought in mind, I
figured I could lift the spirit above the river, glide over the
other side, and simply “toss” him into the barrier. Nice, easy,
quick. I had convinced myself that the best way would be to simply
grab him up and carry out my plan in one quick movement. The less
he knew, the better.

Confidence, when used in moderation, is an essential trait. When
overdone, it can be dangerous. This I found out the hard way by
attempting to carry out my plan. I spun around on the spirit,
intending to grasp him in my arms and “escort” him over. Much to my
surprise, his reflexes were faster than mine and he shoved me away.
Shove may not be the best term. Blew me away would be more
accurate. With one movement, he had forcefully pushed me a great
distance away from him. I felt as if the air in my lungs had been
knocked out. I found myself floating above the river about twenty
feet from where I was previously. He was still standing on the bank
but was now eyeing me with open hostility.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “I’m trying to help you!” I
replied.

“You are trying to kill me!” he responded.

This statement caught me completely off guard. Did he still not
know he was dead? Surely, after all this time he knew! How could he
not know?

My mind was reeling. His act of warding me off while trying to
defend himself had taken a toll on me. I felt off center and
detached. Which is especially odd considering I was in an ecstatic
trance and in the middle of a shamanic journey. As I glided back to
his side of the river, he no longer looked like a frail and feeble
spirit. He was fully charged and radiating enormous energy. He took
on a youthful appearance and had taken up the stance of one about
to engage in combat.

“Calm down,” I gently said. “I’m not going to harm you.”

As I landed near him and braced myself for another attack –
which, by his actions seemed inevitable – the call back sounded. My
time had run out! I could vaguely make out in the distance the oak
tree as it was reforming. My exit back into ordinary
consciousness.

“I must go.” I stated. “I’m sorry. I will return to help
you.”

He glared at me as I flew toward the tree. I could feel his eyes
burning into the back of my soul. I felt relieved to be leaving but
also knew that I hadn’t seen the last of this spirit. I knew my
failure in helping him cross the river would have
repercussions.

I returned to the tree and saw my power animal sitting in the
branches. He looked at me with disappointment. This didn’t ease my
tension. I found the cave in which I entered the Lower World and
went through, returning to ordinary consciousness.

I sat up in my living room and noticed immediately that instead
of feeling refreshed and full of energy – which is normal upon my
return from journeying – I felt drained and weak. I stood and was
shaky. All that night I experienced episodes of trembling and
feeling faint. I was mentally and physically exhausted. During
sleep, I dreamt of the journey. Replaying what had happened over
and over again. Hearing my power animal say, “You must be his
guide.”

As I awoke the next morning, a lingering voice whispered from my
dream, “His guide,” as if finishing the sentence of my power
animal. I felt better upon rising but still carried the
overwhelming sensation of failure. I knew I had to try again.

I wrote the whole adventure down in my journal, trying to devise
new ways to get the spirit across the river. Trying to figure out
what I did wrong. What could I do better? I knew that I could
simply ask my power animals for guidance but I was nervous about
undertaking another journey. What if I couldn’t get to my power
animals and ended up with the spirit again? Could I survive another
failure?

I decided that I needed to take a break from this problem. I
thought I could return to it later and try again. Similar to doing
those word search puzzles. If you can’t find the word, look for a
different word and eventually, you find the word you were initially
searching for.

In order to completely clear my mind and not think about
anything, I needed to partake of a mind numbing activity. So, I
turned on the television. As the screen flickered to life, an
announcer spoke, “We now return to Guiding Light.” Great,
I thought, soap operas. As if I don’t have enough drama in my
life.

Switching the channel I found a commercial on a nature channel
wanting viewers to tune in as an eager archeologist guided an
expedition into a set of ruins in Southern Asia. Interesting topic,
I thought, but might it induce thinking, which I was trying
desperately to avoid.

Next channel, “click.” Infomercial. Great. Some over-caffeinated
guy wanted to guide me step-by-step through the complexities of
using a computer by utilizing his “revolutionary” technique. “For
just three easy payments of $19.99…”

“Click.” Enough with the squawk box. I knew that no matter what
I did, my attention would be drawn to my journal. I just had to
find a way to guide this soul across the river. Then it hit. Not a
slow, dawning revelation but more like an epiphic moment. Bang!
“Guide.” I wasn’t guiding anything during my journey. I was trying
to force the soul across! I re-read my journal entry once again and
sure enough, it was plain as day. My power animal told me in the
simplest of terms what needed to be done. “You must be his
guide.”

Excitedly, I prepared myself for another journey. Ensuring I
wouldn’t be disturbed, I donned my headphones, hit “play” on the
cassette recorder, and soon the rhythmic beating of drumming filled
my ears. I entered an ecstatic trance rather easily and found
myself traveling through the cave, heading for the Lower World.

Upon emerging from the cave, my power animal was there and was
smiling. He too, knew I had found the answer that was eluding me. I
had no trouble finding the soul, or rather, he had no trouble
finding me again, and after a few quick words on my part, we were
gliding toward the river once again.

I asked him if he wanted to cross the river and enter the
barrier – a question I had failed to ask the first time. He
responded affirmatively and I patiently explained that I could not
go through the barrier with him. I told him that I was going to
help him float over the river and that we would be a few scant
inches away from the barrier but he would have to step through on
his own.

I could tell he was ready as I watched the expression of fear
leave his face, being replaced by excitement. I further explained
that he could do this and there was nothing to fear, I was not
going to leave him again until he had crossed.

I asked if he were ready and he indicated that he was. I put my
arm around him and we gently floated up a few feet and went across
the river. As we crossed the threshold where the water met the
shore, he gripped me tightly. Upon realization that he was not
going to fall into the churning river, he loosened his grip.

As we neared the barrier, I could sense that his confidence was
growing. Thirty feet to go. A smile spread across his face and my
heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my ears. Fifteen more
feet. The air was electric. Similar to static electricity. I could
feel the hair on my body stand straight up. Seven more feet.

He suddenly jerked free of me and whipped around and faced me.
“I can do the rest,” he said. Without another word, he turned and
dove into the barrier. I felt inexplicable joy as I watched. I knew
my task had been successfully completed.

I glided back to the other side of the river and stood there,
staring into the water. What was it about the seemingly simple task
of floating over the river that filled him with such dread? Was it
the river itself or the pending change that crossing it
carried?

I returned to the Lower World and found my power animal waiting
for me. We spent the rest of this journey frolicking about.

I realized through my first psychopompic journey, that I was
there not to direct the actions of the spirits, but to assist
them.

It was many months later before my next psychopompic journey
occurred. While exploring the regions of the Upper World, I came
across a landscape that seemed out of place. Instead of the light,
airy feeling of the Upper World, somehow I found myself in an arid
and barren place. There were two cliffs off in the distance. A
bridge spanned the gap between. I flew over to investigate and saw
the spirit of a woman standing on one side. On the other side of
the bridge was a filmy substance. I could best describe it as a
sort of membrane. You could see through it but it was like looking
through thick glass. Scenes on the other side were distorted but I
could see hundreds of other spirits milling about. Looking through
the membrane was like looking into another realm. On the other side
was not a continuation of the bridge and the cliff, but a brightly
illuminated town.

The spirit of the woman looked at me with pleading eyes and then
turned and looked back through the membrane. I could tell by her
actions that she wanted to join the other spirits.

I asked her, “Would you like to go across?”

She didn’t say a word but looked me in the eye and then looked
down at her ankle. She was tethered to her spot by what I can only
describe as a water chain. It had the appearance of a sturdy iron
chain but was not solid. I could pass my hand clear through the
liquid substance. I tried to help her pull herself free, but it was
useless. The chain would give a bit but wouldn’t release her.

“It’s no use,” she spoke her first words to me, “I can’t break
free.”

“What is the cause of this?” I inquired.

“Tears,” was her only response.

She then made a sweeping motion with her hand and I could see in
front of me a holographic vision of a different scene. This was a
scene of great sadness. Two males and a female were huddled
together and were sobbing. One of the males was younger than the
other and the female was an older woman. The picture in front of me
wasn’t large enough for me to tell where they were located but it
was clear they were in deep mourning.

“You see?” the shackled spirit of the woman asked as she pointed
directly to the tears flowing down the faces of those we were
watching. “The tears keep me here.”

“Family?” I asked. She nodded confirmation.

As the spirit and I watched the holographic scene, a young woman
entered the room where the family members were. I could hear the
young woman telling the family that the time for grief was at an
end and that they must only remember the joy of being able to share
the limited time with their daughter.

Continuing to watch, the spirit and I saw the older woman
sitting with a man who appeared to be a doctor. We saw that she
went to him several times and each time she became brighter
emotionally. As each visit between the older woman and the doctor
passed, the link on the chain slackened, holding the spirit of the
woman.

The two males were talking amongst themselves. Time flashed by
and the spirit of the woman and I watched as the younger male
turned to drugs to ease his grief at the passing of his sister
while the older male lost himself in work. These actions seemed to
reinforce the grip of the chain on the spirit standing next to
me.

Time continued to pass. The older woman whom I had now assumed
was the mother talked with the older male who had to be the father.
They argued at first and then seemed to work everything out between
them. I could sense that the love they shared for each other had
been strained but was now beating strong. Together, the mother and
father spoke to the younger male who I had determined was a
brother. The spirit and I watched the brother go through
therapy.

I have no idea how much time passed in the small scene we were
looking at but in this realm, time had no meaning. The tethered
spirit and I were in the now watching the events
unfold.

Just as suddenly as the scene appeared, it vanished. The spirit
looked at me and together we looked down at her ankle. The watery
chain was gone. She held my hand and we strolled across the bridge
together. She passed through the membrane with a radiant smile on
her face and waived back to me, as I stood there alone on the
bridge.

In this journey, my role as psychopomp was very simple. I stood
beside the spirit while the family had time to overcome their
grief. It was obvious to me that their grief held her to this
realm. Perhaps it was solely my presence that provided comfort. I
was glad to see her cross through the membrane and I was also happy
that the family was able to move past this trying time in their
lives.

Either because of my success on my second psychopompic journey
or due to my frequency of traveling to other worlds, the call to
guide a soul came yet again.

This time I was in the Lower World speaking with my spirit
guide. We were sitting in a cave next to a small campfire and he
was attempting to explain a concept to me that I couldn’t seem to
wrap my brain around. He suddenly cut himself off in mid sentence
and said, “You have a task to perform.”

He stood up, handed me two stones and then escorted me down one
of the many tunnels leading from our cave. He motioned with his
hand for me to lead the way. “We’ll continue our discussion some
other time,” he said, and then was gone.

I followed the tunnel to its end and emerged in an area that
appeared to be some sort of Middle Eastern royal grounds. There
were palaces of gaudy colors with curved roofs and a strong smell
of spice hung in the air. I floated over cobblestone streets and
was admiring the ornamentation of the building structures when a
young man caught my attention.

“You are here to help me,” he announced. He was a young man,
dressed in flowing clothes. He approached me, took my hand and led
me down a street. At the end of the street was a pier with a boat
waiting. No one was aboard.

I looked around and could see other spirits waiting on the
distant shore. I turned to him with what must have been an
inquisitive look on my face because he answered my unasked
question. “I cannot board the boat.”

We approached the boat and a being emerged from nowhere,
preventing us from boarding. This being was huge. At least eight
feet tall. He (I’m assuming male by the size as I never saw any
indication of gender) held out a skeletal hand, in the manner a
bellhop would after carrying your luggage, expecting a tip.

“He wants me to give him something,” the spirit said from behind
me. I fumbled around in the pockets of my pants and found what I
was looking for, the two stones my spirit guide had given me. I
placed these into the bony hand and the being immediately stepped
aside, as if allowing me to board the boat. I, in turn, stepped
aside and told the spirit that he could now board, the being would
row him across. It appeared to me that the ferryman didn’t care who
boarded, as long has his payment was received.

The spirit stepped aboard the boat, sat down and thanked me.
With incredible speed, the ferryman rowed the boat away from the
pier and headed for the other side. I strolled back up the street
and re-entered my tunnel. Mission accomplished. By the time I had
returned to the cave where my spirit guide was waiting, the call
back sounded and I returned to ordinary consciousness.

These psychopompic journeys are provided only as guides to you,
the reader. Should the task befall you to guide a soul to the next
realm, I have no doubt that your journey will have a life of it’s
own. No two journeys are alike. Familiarity will be present, but
the journeys themselves take on their own shapes as the experience
unfolds.

Once the soul has been successfully guided to the next realm,
upon returning to ordinary consciousness the shamanic practitioner
may find a myriad of emotions making their presence felt. Next we
will examine ways of coping with these emotions.










Chapter 8
Returning/How to Cope


As we have seen through exploring psychopompic journeys, each
realm the spirit encounters is a reflection of their worldview, or
cultural beliefs. This explains the differences in the landscape
and surroundings the shamanic practitioner encounters when
escorting souls of the dead. A prime example is the being that
wouldn’t let the young man board the boat – which would have
enabled him to cross the river to the other side – without some
form of payment. This is obviously was a belief held by the young
man before he died. A simple payment of two stones, which may have
appeared to the young man as great wealth, enabled him to make
payment to the ferryman and cross the river into the next realm.
The similarities between this payment and that owed to Charon to
row across the river Styx are uncanny.

When returning to ordinary consciousness after a successful
psychopompic journey, your first impression may be, “Wow, was that
real?” The answer will immediately follow. “Of course it was and
what an awesome journey!”

You may notice that your heart is beating wildly or you may be
drenched in perspiration. You may have even physically moved while
during ecstatic trance and are in a different area then when you
started. You may be curled into a ball and trembling. You may be
full of energy with a feeling that you, at that very moment, can
accomplish anything you set your mind to. Your physical state will
depend greatly on your success and the ease in which you have
completed your task.

Emotionally, your heart may be full of joy and deep gratitude at
having had the opportunity to assist a spirit into the next realm.
You may feel like celebrating. And why not? You just helped a
spirit cross over into the next realm safely! From now on, you will
be carrying this experience with you and can justifiably feel
extreme joy.

On a philosophical level, you now have the firm, undeniable
understanding that life is everlasting and that physical death is
merely a moment of transition in the journeys of our souls. This is
an important aspect no matter what religious tenets you follow.

You may feel an overwhelming urge to share your story with
someone. The most important thing to remember about this is to
first gain the permission of your power animal or spirit guide.
Many of the instructions given by spiritual companions are for the
knowledge of the journeyer and the journeyer only. After placing so
much trust in these allies, the last thing one would want to do is
to offend them in any way.

The second is to confide only in those whom you most trust.
Kristin Madden in Shamanic Guide to Death and Dying, tells
us that sometimes just being able to talk about our experiences
without worrying that the person we are speaking to thinks we have
lost our mind, can make a huge difference in our capability to cope
with our new-found abilities. You may find it prudent to keep your
experiences in dealing with departed souls to yourself. You will
have to be the ultimate judge when it comes to sharing the tales of
your travels.

In my case, I received permission from my spiritual companions
to share my tales with you. I have done so with the intent to
assist the shamanic practitioner in his or her travels. To provide
examples for others to see so the question of their senility
doesn’t arise.

If, in the event you weren’t able to successfully guide the soul
into the next realm, you may have an entirely different set of
physical and emotional characteristics.

Physically, you may feel drained and cold, similar to my initial
psychopompic experience related in the last chapter. You could feel
feverish and shaky. Your face may be pale and a feeling of
faintness lingering. In my opinion, these symptoms are related to
the stress of undergoing a psychopompic journey with unsuccessful
results. These symptoms will vanish in time and life will resume as
normal, if you allow it.

On the emotional side, you might feel depressed or saddened.
Being unable to help a spirit make the crossing is a depressing
matter. You know they want to go across but can’t do so on their
own. They relied on you and you may feel your inability has let
them down. You may wonder how long they have been in that state and
how much longer will they have to wait to finally cross the barrier
and enter the next realm of existence. This is an important time to
remember that linear time, as we know it, doesn’t apply in these
realms.

The philosophical side won’t change but the truth will be
bittersweet. As noted in the last chapter, it is important not to
give up. As a shamanic practitioner, the choice of giving up may
not even be ours to make. If the soul didn’t think you could help,
it wouldn’t have called to you in the first place. Eventually you
will be successful. The mere fact that a soul called to you should
reinforce this belief.

Should you find yourself in a deep funk after an unsuccessful
psychopompic journey, seek the counsel of your power animal or
spirit guide. Rely on their experience to guide you through this
time. They too, believe in your abilities. Your relationship with
your spiritual companions is reciprocal.

Above all, don’t be discouraged! If it helps, try to remember
when you first learned to ride a bicycle. Very few children can hop
on a bicycle and take off. It takes practice and there will be a
few falls resulting in cuts and scrapes along the way. This holds
true for the psychopompic journey. Not only that, it holds true for
entering an ecstatic trance and any shamanic journey. Endurance is
the key. That, and maintaining a positive attitude.

After a successful psychopompic journey, you may find your
ability in guiding the souls of the dead into the next realm is
requested more and more. This has certainly been my experience.
This role should in no way detract from your spiritual experiences
with shamanism. On the contrary, it should add to them.

In the event of success, also remember that it is the soul that
seeks out the psychopomp. It is very easy to return to the shamanic
journey in search of other souls to help. While this may be
attempted for the noblest of reasons, it is best to avoid the
temptation. Repeated journeys into the Land of the Dead in search
of “clients” has the potential to result in psychological
difficulties. There can be too much of a good thing. Your power
animal or spirit guides will remind you of this.

One of the most important aspects of performing the psychopomp
role is the understanding of what transpires after the death of the
physical body. With this understanding, the shamanic practitioner
is armed with the knowledge of how to help alleviate the extreme
sorrow felt by those left behind. While this may not apply to the
family of the spirit whom has just been guided to the next realm,
this will be effective in dealing with those families close by who
have lost a loved one. When the shamanic practitioner can
effectively communicate to the loved ones that life does go on, he
or she is contributing to the family’s ability to overcome their
grief, which we know if left unchecked and is allowed to run amuck,
keeps a departed loved one tied to this world.

The benefits of undertaking this task are many. First, it has
been my experience that I have a new zest for life. All life. I see
the beauty in nature all around me. Sure, I’ve seen it before, but
now I see.

The second benefit is a deeper understanding of the nature of
the universe. Because the shamanic practitioner has direct,
personal contact with the spiritual world, he or she fully
understands the reciprocal relationship. He or she knows that not
only is human consciousness made up of energy flows but also the
consciousness of animals, plants, and minerals. To take this
thought to a wider spectrum, the planet on which we dwell has Her
own consciousness. Even further, our universe. Each of these energy
flows can be brought into harmonious integration with one
another.

The reciprocal nature of our universe is evident in the fact
that the components (atoms, cells, etc.) that make up our human
bodies have been contained in many other beings of the past and
will be part of many new in the future. The parts that make us who
we are have always been around and will always be as long as there
is life on Earth. The only change is the relationship between the
components.

Another benefit to the shamanic practitioner who now has this
awareness of reciprocity and who exudes a zest for life is that
this knowledge will be reflected in their day-to-day interactions
with others.

As you can see, returning from a psychopompic journey is
relatively easy. What is done with the knowledge and experience
gained is up to the practitioner. Learning to cope with successes
or failures will only add to wisdom that is present in the Jungian
“collective unconscious.”










Chapter 9
Epilogue


Because of the Western world’s lack of appreciation for the
abilities of indigenous cultures to enter an ecstatic trance and
journey to other realms, many have lost their contact with the deep
levels of the inner psyche. In Books of the Dead: Manuals for
Living and Dying, Grof tells us that cross cultural research
has shown that ancient cultures held the ability to intentionally
enter alternative states of consciousness in great esteem. These
alternative states were the ways that these cultures communicated
with their deities and learned healing techniques from nature and
learned an appreciation for all life on Earth.

Our Western culture has taken the stance that intentionally
inducing alternative states of consciousness is wrong and has spent
tremendous amounts of time and energy in suppressing these
abilities.

This negative connotation with the ecstatic trance has taken a
toll in the spiritual realm. The number of souls “stuck” in the
liminal space between realms rises while those able to assist them
diminish.

The tribal societies that once spanned the globe have faded and
now are only seen through archeological finds and through
expeditions by missionaries – whose very purpose for finding these
tribes is to perpetuate their eventual annihilation. Bringing these
tribes into “civilized” living effectively wipes out their myths
and legends which results in more lost souls.

Moving civilization into close-knit, tribal communities is not
the answer and is certainly not a viable option. I believe the
answer lies in regaining a sense of self to include heritage and
environmental surroundings. Learning to harmonize with the
reciprocal nature of the universe and accepting the paths of those
whose search may take a different road from our own is a trait
greatly needed.

One way of regaining this harmony with the universe is to
clearly understand the cyclical nature of death. Death is an ending
and a beginning. It is the ending of physical life but the
continuation of spirit. The spirit lives on in other planes of
existence, as we have seen. We, as shamanic practitioners, cycle in
and out of lives on these two planes, always seeking growth and
spiritual evolution.

The ability to intentionally enter an altered state of
consciousness or ecstatic trance is nothing to fear. In
Journeys Out of the Body, Monroe voices his hope that one
day, man will seriously study these altered states of consciousness
and through direct experience, acceptance will follow. Once that
acceptance is in place, perhaps man’s relationship with deity will
develop, which would end the conflict of religious theologies. It
is a wonderful thought and not outside the realm of
possibility.

Together we have explored the call to shamanism, ecstatic trance
journeys and the realms of the dead. We have pondered why a soul
would need the assistance of a shamanic practitioner and have
looked at how to prepare to help that soul make the crossing into
the next realm. We’ve examined our feelings upon our success and
failures and have shared tales of psychopompic journeys.

Hopefully the sharing of my journeys has provided a guide for
those to compare their own experiences with. To know that they are
not alone in their travels through the spiritual realms. To verify
that their experiences are real and not simply creations of their
imagination.

By joining together and sharing our tales, we can shape the
cosmology of the Western world to include the myths and legends
once thought lost. We can redevelop the spirituality that was once,
and can be again, a vital and integral part of everyday life. We
can cast aside the role of life’s observer and don the armor of
life’s participant. We can make a difference and our willingness to
do so is greatly needed.
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