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The first thing I have to
say about saddling Dragons is you have a remarkable talent for
writing. You are poignant, funny, insightful, and have a propensity
to suck the reader into whatever descriptive moment you are
reliving. ~ Sheri Wells, owner of Heartbeat
of the Goddess
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Introduction

 


 This is a book about offbeat spirituality, my
life and the important lessons from both. Nothing in this book is
channeled from an ascended master, been revealed from an ancient
text, or deposited from a spacecraft. This is an old school
approach of learning from day to day living. The book is different
in that only rarely are metaphorical dragons, gender bending,
invisibility and sock puppets combined in a single text. There are
shelves and even aisles in most bookstores filled with
spirit-oriented wisdom. I suggest reading as many of them as
possible; although, at some stage quite a few of them will begin to
sound alike. I have made a specific effort to avoid repackaging old
messages.

It is difficult to categorize my
spirituality and philosophy of life because a fundamental concept
of my approach is to avoid titles, pigeonholes, preconceptions and
prejudices. My credentials are what I do, not what someone else
calls or labels me. I have certificates in hypnosis, three levels
of Reiki, Tarot Card reading in addition to awards for professional
achievements. Still, very little of my life experience has been
directed towards achieving certifications. Each day is spent in a
learning laboratory with the sign Life on the door. My graduation
will be sometime after my body stops breathing.

I have been part of teachings and ceremonies
for many religions and traditions both as a leader and participant.
I am not comfortable saying that all paths lead to the same place,
because they don’t. The destination is wherever we are. In the
later parts of the book we will look at the concept of getting
somewhere versus the journey. The diversity of human existence
requires variety. It is true in what we eat, how we dress and
naturally how we relate to spirituality. Our lessons may be quite
different from someone else’s. I guess that I am actually uneasy
discussing a path to God. I imagine it rather as a veil to be
lifted; we don’t need to move, but instead see what is already in
everything, including us.

For people who prefer names,
Mystic-Shamanism is how I refer to my personal spiritual path.
Those two traditions combined give me structure as well as freedom.
However, I do not wear the title of Shaman or Mystic. I offer
working definitions for people that may not be familiar with the
terms:

Mysticism

This is often associated with a fringe group
attached to traditional religious practice. In some cases they are
extreme devotees and in other circumstances rebels and near
heretics. Paranormal manifestations, ecstatic states of
consciousness and unusual experiences are the defining
characteristics.

Shamanism

In practical terms, a shaman is a mystic
associated with a nontraditional spiritual practice. Shaman is not
a Native American word. It originates with the tribal people of
northeastern Asia. It has become a generic term for a person of
magic associated with any indigenous tribal people. By the broadest
definition it would include prophets from the Old Testament, and
even Jesus. Medicine Man or Medicine Woman and Witch Doctor are
often used as synonyms.

The primary defining factor for the shaman
was the ability to communicate, work with and even journey into the
spirit realm. The practice is facilitated through altered states of
consciousness brought on by mind-altering plants, ecstatic dance,
fasting, sleep deprivation, drumming and a number of other
techniques. Using that ability they are the healers, protectors,
and guides for the tribe. Shamanic healing is often a combination
of herbal treatments and spiritual practice.

There are two types of shaman today: those
associated with a tribe and those initiated through the New Age
Movement. The latter group ranges from sincere seekers of
traditional practice on one end of the continuum to superficial
fronts over gobbledygook at the other. The advice of one of my
teachers was to never trust a shaman under the age of eighty.

Another term you will encounter is
Transgendered. In contemporary society it refers to a person born
as one gender that makes a transition to live as the other. It may
or may not include surgical sex reassignment.

A belief system is not required for living a
spiritual or soulful life. It is silly to think that one religion,
book, or practice is more accurate, true or real than any other.
Compassion, passion, love, hope, and joy cannot be confined behind
walls or condensed into one volume. Once we limit things to only
our capacity to understand, we are cut off from the totality of the
experience.

I am not writing this book because anything
I say is better or more accurate than something said or written by
anyone else. Most everything I have ever believed has been proven
wrong or eventually has morphed into something different. Living
through these transitions has stripped away superficial facades and
left me in a place of appreciating the present moment. For me,
being is more important than believing.

What you will read in this text will
describe how I got there and in addition to some suggestions if you
have a desire to explore that world.

 


The Dragon

I was afraid to go out, to love.

There was a dragon named fear

living quite near

my home.

I avoided her for years.

She threatened to destroy

all I owned and all I ever wanted.

Most of the time she slept,

but upon occasion

she would quake and wake,

roaming about igniting bushes and trees.

I could not make her sleep forever.

I could never slay such a huge beast.

So one day as she snored.

I snuck up

and slipped a saddle on her

and cinched it tight.

Then I climbed on

and awakened her for a ride.

When you ride dragons, you fly.
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Chapter 1 Dragon Riding

 When you
ride dragons, you fly.

 


Saddling Dragons is to spirituality as X
Games are to shuffleboard; intense and dangerous.

Told through my life as a transgendered
shamanic teacher, this book does not push the boundaries of
traditional spirituality; it is targeted specifically to shatter
them. The path it follows winds past wells of pain and fountains of
joy. It involves snapping off the choke chain of social and
religious restriction and exploring forbidden realms. This book
does not involve thinking outside the box; it is a way to live
beyond those walls. Rather than sipping a latte with fluffy foam,
it is the kick from a double shot of espresso.

Fear is a four letter word and as such has
been treated as taboo and considered something to avoid. The
economic climate of the early twenty-first century is causing
people to face feelings that have previously slept for long periods
of time. Many become uncomfortable as the dragons of uncertainty
and insecurity shake and threaten to waken. Those are the people
for whom this book is written.

Riding the dragon involves saddling and
becoming friends with fear, taking your power and creating a new
vision of the future. It is about adventure, not transportation
from one point to another. In this version of religious experience
there are no meetings, buildings, sacred texts, followers, saints
or priests. It is an experience of sights, touches, sounds and
sensations. Climbing on the dragon brings us full on into the
present and keeps our senses raw. There is nothing safe or secure
about riding dragons. There is no promise of success or reward.
Learning to enjoy the ride is the ultimate objective. This is not a
self help book. It cannot tell you how to get rich, retire young or
discover the love of your life. As you will read in a latter part
of the book it embraces power that isn’t about accumulation,
command and control. True power negates the need for those
things.

I have learned most of my lessons the old
school way; screwing it up several times until I get it right. I
relate to the old joke where a man that insists on doing everything
the hard way is asked how he makes love. He replies, “Standing up
in a hammock.” My life is not tied to one tradition, philosophy or
path. I have not found one teacher, attended one workshop, read one
volume or attached to one tradition that had all the information or
answers. The premises in this book are not founded on regurgitating
the words from others, but rather are rooted in personal
experience. I am including a reading list at the back of the book
if you are interested in my influences. I will on several occasions
I will reference it as organic free range spirituality. But beware;
living in the barn yard requires tracking through a lot of
droppings.

Do you recall the classic teaching story of
the blind men and the elephant? It explains our understanding of
the divine using a narrative of seeing impaired people touching
only one part of a large beast. One says that an elephant is like a
snake, another thinks it is like a rug and the third thought it was
like a tree. Each person’s limited perception with one at a leg,
another at the trunk and yet another at the ear created very
different theories regarding the nature of pachyderms. The details
of each description are accurate and sincere, yet like the world’s
great religions, they cannot agree. In the same way we each have a
different spiritual knowledge. To understand God, the universe,
spirituality, life and our own self requires moving about to touch
each of its defining characteristics. But just as with an elephant,
in addition to touching the form, the most important insight might
be in quieting our mind to hear the heartbeat.

I have grown to appreciate the process of
learning even more than the lessons learned. Some of my exploits
are funny, others are painful and most of them are just life; full
of schooling and experience. Some laws are universal even if
unwritten. In these pages I begin with some of the lesson that are
important to me and the circumstances that presented them. I end up
detailing a few concepts derived from my experiences. These ideas
are not the sum total of what is needed for a happy or successful
life. However, they might be ideas you missed or overlooked during
the rush to grow up or achieve temporal goals.

To some readers these concepts will be new
and possibly threatening. For others it may give a voice to things
they have always felt but were not given permission to say. There
are no secrets revealed in this book. Hidden information reserved
by the elite to be doled out only to special people, often for a
significant price, is the realm of charlatans, scam artists and
cults. Any such promises or offers made to me are a cue to leave.
Given enough time and the opportunity, you might come to these
conclusions on your own. I am sharing my understandings only as an
attempt to make that journey perhaps briefer and smoother.

A few words of warning: The premises in this
book are relevant only to people who have a firm hold on reality.
In the later chapters we will cover bending or breaking that
connection. A mystic or shaman moves between worlds of
reality/insanity, matter/energy, mundane/extraordinary and lives at
a place with equal access to both. If you are on meds to control
hallucinations or other forms of psychosis, or are under
supervision for a mental or behavioral disorder, this book is not
for you. Put it back on the shelf and look for something else. If
you have already bought it or it was a gift, wrap it up and give it
away. It is possible that this book may cause you to question any
or everything you have believed or thought to be real. If you are
already struggling to hang on to those things, this process will
not benefit you.

The book has two parts. The second portion
covers the concepts included in the Saddling Dragons workshops. The
first section is about the path that led to those principles. While
this book includes some of my personal history, it is not a memoir.
I have picked a few significant points in my life that represent
the influences and the lessons I have encountered. My journey has
included moments of achievement and bitter disappointment. The
things I have gained cannot be measured with rulers or tallied on
spreadsheets. They cannot be compared to the experiences of others
and judged as better or worse. Most importantly, I have learned
that they cannot be taken away. The most precious thing I have is
this moment, this breath. If within it, I have love and peace, I
have everything of value this existence can offer. In the end, it
is my hope you will feel the same way about life. If that happens,
I can check this one off as complete.

The same facts and string of events can tell
different stories depending on the intent of the teller and
attitude of the listener. To the Sufis, the mystics of Islam, every
story has seven meanings depending on the position of the hearer.
This telling is not about my triumphs, times of shame or failures.
Some of the things you are about to read are thoughts and
perceptions that I have shared only with a select group of close
friends. Portions of this would be remembered differently by
another observer. All of this has been sifted through the filter of
time and is somewhat different than what I understood it to be as
it was happening.

I do not call myself a shaman, but I do walk
the shaman’s path. Perhaps in thirty or forty years that title will
be appropriate. I also use the term mystic because it meshes better
in religious and social structures that are apart from tribal
culture. The shaman or mystic is a person that lives on the cusp of
worlds, dimensions and realities. They quickly step into one or the
other and return. They are suspended in the tween-time of
opposites: death/life, heaven/earth and male/female.

As is traditional for many shamans, I was
born male and have lived the last fifteen years as a woman. Much of
my early history is about family, loss, and a struggle with gender
identity and how I define myself in the world. This is the first
time I have included information about my gender confusion,
transition and resolution as it relates to spirituality. I have
previously intentionally avoided labeling myself as transgendered
in daily life primarily because of the way that designation
overshadows other aspects of what I do and who I am. Gender is a
foundation stone of being human. The first question asked about a
new born is whether the child is a boy or a girl. The answer to
that question will shape its life. Most people consider it to be
the foundation of living in modern society. When the stones of
gender become loose, everything built on it is suddenly shaky.
Within these pages the transgendered experience is an essential
component of shaping motivations, events and outcomes.

My story includes information about living
one life on the outside, another on the inside and kneading them
together into an explosion of energy. Yet in many ways that is also
a metaphor for all of the other parts of life hidden within.
Beginning with our parents and carrying on to teachers, employers,
social and political leaders, we are told what to do, what to
believe, who and what we are. Many people want to use us and our
talents to achieve their objectives. The dragon riding process
involves questioning all of that and coming up with our own, often
new or forbidden answers. This is about transformation, fear and
energy. It is about the power of love and the things that keep it
at arm’s length. Mostly it is about being ourselves, whole and
fully embodying the spark of the Divine that is our essence.
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Chapter 2 Unexpected Reality

Life is never quite what we anticipated.

 


It was shortly after 6 AM on October 28,
1953 when my mother Myrtle Julian went into labor. My brother was
born and then four minutes later everyone was surprised by a
second, smaller infant, me. We are fraternal twins. Most of my
early life was defined by our contrasts and conflicts. Despite
being twins, we were not very similar. Our stepsister would later
say that we were not enough alike to be neighbors.

Traditional shamans are recognized as being
weak and frequently ill children. It is speculated that learning to
heal herself is preparation for her later work. My birth weight was
less than four pounds. I am told that I had a very loose grip on
life. My heart stopped and was restarted twice, I would be
considered puny, sickly and the smallest child in my class until my
teen years. My brother Charles and I spent six weeks in incubators
before being brought home. At that time we were small enough to be
placed sideways in one bassinet. My father said that we clawed at
each other like wild animals. Conflicts and struggles for
independence and individuality would become a theme playing out
through my life. On my thirty-fifth birthday my father explained
that I had not been expected to live. Surprising and/or
disappointing people are recurring accomplishments for me.

Being a whole person involves owning an
entire life. I have been able to match memories to pictures and
believe I can recall a few scattered events going back to the age
of two or three. I remember exploring my world; it was large back
then. The feel of climbing into my father’s lap as he and friends
played rummy or pinochle or closing my eyes and cuddling close to
my mother during a scary movie are still images of comfort and
security. I was a happy child. As we all do, I had sad times and
periods of pain; yet, they passed quickly. I had fun regardless of
events a few days or even minutes before. It has been said that
advanced aging is a descent back to childhood.

I spent many years cultivating the
experience and relearning the lesson of being in the now. I wonder
if we all knew that experience, but allowed it to get buried under
layers of life? During that period, I had no sense of seasons.
Every day was a revelation. I do not recall learning about time,
but do have images of events where it was not a prevailing
influence. Christmas was always the biggest surprise of all. I
remember a turning point in my understanding of the world my
parents moved furniture to make room for the tree. Our house had a
fireplace that was never used and the couch was moved in front of
it which caused me much distress. I threw a fit believing that the
placement would prevent Santa’s arrival. As I cried everyone else
laughed and assured me it would not be a problem. I at times
reflect on that moment as the seed of my belief system. My most
trusted protectors, authority figures and caretakers spent years
telling me to believe in a mystical gift bringing elf, and then
laughed at me when I made practical decisions based on that belief.
I suppose it is no wonder I struggle with being told what to
believe and who I should trust.

There was a lot of violence in the house.
Both of my stepsisters left due to my father’s outbursts. For
Charlie and me it came mostly in the form of whippings. Little
provocation was required to have a belt or switch applied until
welts were raised. I remember it as a daily occurrence. I made a
connection with being beaten as a result of my father’s anger
rather than the intended association with some act of idiocy or
defiance that I had committed. I have a vivid memory of one
occasion when I responded by saying that the belting didn’t hurt.
My father reapplied himself to the task until it was successful. In
childhood parents are God. They created us, provide for, protect
and punish. It would take most of my life to form a new type of
relationship with divinity.

I am told that I did not speak until I was
four. I tried, but only made indistinguishable sounds. So in
addition to being small, weak, and sickly my family also thought I
was stupid. At some point a doctor examined my mouth and discovered
that I was tongue tied; the piece of skin attaching my tongue to
the bottom of the mouth extended too far forward. He clipped it and
I have been talking to make up for lost time ever since. From that
experience I learned that other people’s perceptions about us may
not be accurate. It took me years to shake off the mantle. It was
nearly ten years later that I was tested and found to have a genius
level IQ. At some point we must decide to live up to our true
potential or to other people’s expectations. I suppose one of our
lessons is learning to tell them apart.

Having a high IQ is not the same thing as
being smart. One example is the Big Kite Adventure. Our family did
homemade kites. My father would assist in making a wooden frame,
running string around the edge and gluing paper from a shopping bag
on to it. They may not have been as pretty as the store bought
ones, but the aerodynamics worked well. I am normally a fast
learner and always look forward to applying new skills. On my own
one day, I made a kite for the first time all by myself. It was the
biggest kite I had ever seen, as tall as me, and I made it. That
was all very exiting until I tried to fly it. It was too large and
heavy to be lifted by any ordinary wind. I looked at the product of
my ingenuity with a mix of pride and disappointment. I also learned
that day that emotions are as changeable as the weather. A strong
and steady wind started to blow. I ran to the vacant field across
the street and easily launched my new toy. It climbed high taking
my excitement with it. I was giddy with joy until my mom opened the
screen door demanding that I stop. She pointed to the approaching
thunderhead and said something questioning my sanity. Pride is such
a fragile thing. I never tried to fly that kite again. There were
no accolades for my vision to build something big and no
encouragement for making it fly. Although I doubt that I would have
gotten any on the occasion of being struck by lightning either, I
did learn to recognize and take comfort my own accomplishments.

One lesson that would take me thirty years
to completely learn came in the form of a dog bite. I was playing
alone one street over from our house and found a basketball. It was
beside the road with no obvious connection to an owner. I scooped
it up and took a shortcut through a few yards on my way home.
Without provocation or warning a dog attacked from behind. Its
teeth pierced my pants and removed a piece of flesh from my rump. I
threw the ball at the canine and ran home to tell my mother. The
doctor was shocked by the depth of the wound. The neighbor managed
to find the dog. We were all glad when it was determined not to be
rabid. Apparently, the dog was a new mother and someone had taken
her pups. I was the first human she saw after making that
discovery.

As a result, I was afraid of dogs. Seeing a
sizeable one instantly set me into a panic. In response most dogs
responded to my tension and would become aggressive. I don’t
describe it as a phobia, it was real fear based on previous
experience. Dogs and I simply did not match up well. Many years
later it would be an important lesson as I began training in
Shamanism. My teacher had a large dog named Sebastian that I
consider one of my important teachers. Much of my early shamanic
work involved tracking fear to the source and healing the
underlying causes. Later chapters in the book will look
specifically at the subject of fear.

I was also a cry baby. I recall being
puzzled by my own responses to situations. In hindsight I see it as
a tool to turn attention away from my brother and on to me; perhaps
it was an advanced version of the clawing in the bassinette.
Although my brother was physically larger and superior, he had no
chance when it came to fighting for attention. An outburst would
get hugs from my mother and a threat of “Stop it or I’ll give you
something to cry for” from my father. Dad was very good at the
frequent whippings. I am guessing that scenario also shaped my
spirituality and relationships with authority figures. The point
was to have me associate the pain with my behavior and modify
future actions to avoid the hurt. Instead, as I mentioned before, I
associated the pain with my dad’s anger. It did not provide a
foundation for strong bonds between us.

In addition to my fits, I would often be
ill. Along with mumps, measles, and strep throats, I get frequent
sprains and even broke my leg at age six. Looking back, I think
that was also an attempt for attention.

An early mystical experience happened during
first grade. The school served us milk in glass bottles. One day
after finishing mine, I noticed a speck of light reflected in the
glass. I moved my head closer to the bottle until my eye was
contacting it. I then looked deeper, and then deeper into the speck
of light. The light surrounded me as if I had fallen into hole. In
what must have been a few moments I was able to explore many new
worlds. I don’t recall any details from the adventure, but I do
remember telling someone else in line as we went back to class that
there were many worlds in a milk bottle. I have since taken
advantage of opportunities to explore a speck of light. Thirty
years later I learned that it is called scrying. I have used it
with rocks, crystals, and other objects.

I have always liked science. I have fond
memories of my chemistry set. When I got bored with the experiments
as described in the accompanying book, I would mix things randomly.
One of the instances that may have reinforced the not a bright kid
opinion was when I decided to drink the concoctions. I had seen
enough cartoons and movies to expect that something mysterious and
wonderful would happen. The only magic was that I lived without
needing my stomach pumped. Similarly I tried drinking a bottle of
liquid used for making bubbles. Reality can be very disappointing.
Rather than walking around like a bubble machine, I threw up and
managed to produce only one bubble. I was also curious what it
would look like to drop a match into a nearly empty gas can. Like a
children’s game of dropping a clothes pin into a bottle, I
positioned my face over the opening and released the lit match. All
I recall is a flash and an uncle yelling at me from the kitchen
window.

I loved to lie in the street and gaze at the
rainbow colors that floated on top of puddles. Passing cars might
have seen me if they were paying close attention. Oh, and I liked
the odd oil and asphalt flavor the water had.

Surviving my childhood may have been in
spite rather than because of my curiosity and determination. Some
things don’t change. I’ll write later about an adult experience of
enlightenment by wasabi.

Crying played a part in the first great
rebellion and experience of aloneness in my life. My mother was
very active in the Baptist church just up the block from our house.
She made sure we did Sunday-School, morning and evening services
and Wednesday night Training Union. I decided to skip a Sunday
night service and went for a bike ride with two of the kids from
our neighborhood. We had one person on the bike seat, one on the
back fender and I rode on the handlebars.

It was a beautiful summer evening. The air
had cooled just enough to enhance my feeling of freedom. I was
expressing my individuality without the shadow of my twin brother
until we rounded a corner on loose gravel. The bike slid and we
went down. I cried from pain. The other riders stood up, brushed
off the dust and then tried to get me to stand. However, my left
thigh felt like gelatin. In frustration and fear, they left me
lying there and went home. I cried, but no one responded. I was
told years later by neighbors that because I was known as a cry
baby, they thought it was just another one of my fits.

In those few moments I discovered what it
was like to be alone, surrounded by people in homes and passing
cars and yet ignored as I cried. I count the incident as one of the
great teachers in my life. When I stand in that memory and look at
other people in the variety of life situations, my heart opens with
empathy. How often do we ignore the weeping of so many people; the
victims of political unrest, war, famine, disaster, abuse and
disease?

I don’t know how long it actually took, but
eventually an ambulance did come. I had broken my left leg in three
places. I was put into traction for a couple of days, and then into
a cast from my waist to my ankle on one side and from my waist to
my knee on the other with a bar in between. I was carried about for
weeks. When they removed the cast, because the left leg had
atrophied, I could not walk. I spent a few days crawling about and
learning to pull myself up on things. My mother had taken me to
school to talk to my second grade teacher about my limitations. As
they talked on the other side of the room, I managed to stand and
stumble towards them. I cherish that image and being one of the few
people that can recall an experience of learning to walk. It has
become a pattern for so many other skills and lessons I have needed
to learn in my life.

In the early part of healing the broken leg
I spent a week or so in traction. I spent the time lying on my back
as my leg hung suspended by weights and pulleys. While in the
hospital the rest of the family went to see 101 Dalmatians and an
Absent Minded Professor movie. To make me feel less left out, they
brought me picture books based on the films. I read those stories
repeatedly. It would be many years before I saw the actual movies
on video tape. This was also an opportunity to exert a small bit of
self-determination based on boredom. The point of traction is to
keep a person motionless while the limb heals. I discovered that if
I repeatedly moved a little bit to one side I could eventually end
up with my head at the other end of the bed. The nurse threw a fit
when she discovered me in my new position. I was admonished by her,
the doctor and my parents and then moved back to the original
orientation. Despite the ruckus, I was proud of being able to take
control in a situation dominated by more powerful forces and
authorities. I still find satisfaction in the various ways I do
that today.

As an adult I would use the shamanic
practice of soul retrieval to call back pieces of my being that had
gone AWOL. The times where soul loss happens are commonly marked by
blackouts in recall. One of those situations happened as the tape
was removed from traction in preparation for a cast. My leg was
hanging in the air. The doctor said that pulling the tape might be
more painful than the bone breaking had been. My mind went black. I
woke up with hip to ankle cast on one leg, hip to knee on the
other, a bar between my legs and a huge hole in the back to
facilitate bodily functions. I thought they had put me out during
the process. I discovered later that not only was I not drugged,
but according to the doctor I never lost consciousness.

I liked school. I wasn’t a fan of the school
work, but it expanded my universe. Even today I am moved by art,
music, science, history and anything else that exposes my existence
to new vistas of understanding and exploration. Our two story brick
schoolhouse had its own smell. I was excited to get a new tablet of
wide lined paper and a really big pencil in first grade. I am told
that they issue the big ones in primary grades because they are
more difficult to get up a nose. Peanut butter sandwiches are also
different when eaten at school. Between leaving home in the morning
and lunch time the jelly soaked into the bread, the entire texture
of the experience was different in some way.

Achievements for me were not about changing
grades, but were occasions like receiving my first ball point pen
or a Lone Ranger lunch box to replace a paper sack. Recess was
exciting. I became extremely fond of story time and being read to.
Through a school program I ordered the first two books I owned as
individual property. One was a book of jokes and the other a
science fiction adventure.

If my future was to be a writer, I could not
have foretold it based on my school work. From the earliest grades
I consistently flunked spelling and penmanship. I also was involved
in special classes for challenged students in reading and
speech.

Oh, and I appreciated music time. Being the
smallest child in the class meant I was the last one to pick from
the box of instruments; leaving me with the triangle. I did not see
it as an honored part of the ensemble. I laughed at that many years
later as I was spending a chunk of money to buy a professional
triangle for my percussion collection.

During one of the open houses a few of us
were running at the stairs to see how many we could do in one leap.
I slipped. The fall resulted in a slash over my left eye, another
trip to the hospital and six stitches. I saw the world tinted red
with the blood that covered my face. It was oddly frightening and
intriguing at the same time. I can pull up the vision of seeing
through the red tint of blood when talking or writing about people
that suffer due to disasters and war.

Evil and witches were things seen in a
comical way on Halloween or as characters in animation. However,
there was one kid in our school that made me wonder. I’ll call him
Don. He had been held back a couple of times and was the largest
person in our class. His family lived across the road from school.
Perhaps it is only an imagination-enhanced memory, but I recall the
house being surrounded by shadow. I also remember something about
Don bragging that his family had wired their house directly to the
light pole and were not paying for electricity. Don sat in the desk
next to mine. He was not one to bathe often. His fingernails were
long and crusted with filth. Something I said one day offended him.
He growled and displayed his teeth similar to a dog that feels
threatened, but what I saw at that moment was not human. Then he
swung at me as if with a claw. I put my left arm up for protection.
His finger scratched the back of my hand. He then settled back into
his normal withdrawn self as if nothing had happened. We treated
the wound like any other scrape. It was not very deep, but it
seemed to take weeks to heal. The scar was evident for decades. As
I have done my spiritual healing, it has faded. Perhaps that is
just a side effect of age. However, when I need an image of true
evil, I recall what I saw that day.

Early on I was uncomfortable with
perceptions of prejudice. It did not seem to make any sense. By age
four our family had moved to a sub-rural neighborhood. We were in a
small housing development, but our only city service was water. We
had a septic system and used propane gas. There were active farm
fields on two sides and chemical and electrical plants on a third.
I recall having to be kept inside a couple of times due to ammonia
leaks. At times we would hear the sounds of one of the local
factories test firing machine guns for military applications. We
were part of the white flight out of E. St. Louis proper. I saw
black people only when we drove though other parts of town. Black
was not the word used at that time. By design we had almost no
direct contact with the African American community. But, there were
ample amounts of comments and jokes to convey the general feelings
my folks held about them.

The most active resentments in our
neighborhood were towards Catholics and renters. My staunch
Southern Baptist mother was adamant that we did not play with the
Catholic kids because they were devils. Really… that is what we
were taught. So being the type of child that I was, the
instructions simply meant that I would play with them one street
over where my mother couldn’t see us. The Catholic kids appeared
very normal to me. Even at that young age, I thought the
pronouncement about them was just silly. It was another break in
the chain that linked me to religion and figures of authority.

There was also a cultural divide between our
house and the next-door neighbor’s. My mother was a stay-at-home
mom. She contributed financially as needed by taking in ironing or
babysitting. The people next door were more modern; this was after
all the nineteen-fifties. They used fuel oil, we were on propane.
Both of the next door parents worked in real jobs at places away
from the house. At that time, my folks did not drink. The neighbors
had stacks of empty beer bottle cases in the garage. I associate
the aroma with the many hours we spent playing around them. When we
lip synched to records, I was always the drummer. In later years I
began to hang out in watering holes and found the smell of stale
beer still offered comfort.

Here is another life lesson from that period
of my life. If we are going to annoy people, we should understand
and be prepared for the consequences. One of the neighbor girls was
burning her Beatles records because of something one of the band
members said about Jesus. I actually didn’t know who the Beatles
were or why anything they said would upset her. Whatever I said,
and I really have no idea what it was, took her state of agitation
up a few notches. Throwing painful zingers at people comes quite
naturally to me. I calculated that the best action to take was
running. I have never been a fast runner, so I was relieved to see
her pursuit stopped at the edge of my father’s garden. That was
until she intuitively grabbed the most rotten tomato at the bottom
of the vine. She had both the strength and precision to hit me
square on the head. I have heard that tomato juice is recommended
for removing the smell of a skunk. I understand why. Rotten tomato
smell may be even more persistent. I smelled it for days. I was
well into adult life before I could eat a tomato again and enjoy
it. So my advice is to always take stock of another person’s state
of mind before speaking.

Even the things in life we most treasure can
become weapons in the wrong hands. That was true in my chocolate
incident. Two boys, a set of twins that lived on our street, my
brother and me were walking through a field on a summer day with no
intent or purpose. Someone discovered an unopened chocolate bar
lying on the ground. At first touch we discovered that it was in a
gelatinous state from the heat. There was some disappointment in
understanding that we could not eat it. So what should be done with
what my companions considered a fortuitous find? Everyone but me
understood without speaking. My brother took my left arm as one of
the twins took the other and the third person smeared the melted
chocolate on my face and clothes. Judging from their laugher, the
sight of me smeared with chocolate appeared to be quite funny to my
companions. I had not done anything to provoke the action, I just
happened to be available and unable to resist. However, unlike my
choice to avoid tomatoes after being pelted with a rotten one, I
never turned away from eating chocolate. The lesson I learned was
that we can be more than a victim of circumstances; choosing a
course of action in spite of previous negative experiences. As an
example, one bad lover does not have to keep us from wanting
more.

Give a man a fish and he will eat for one
day. Teach a man to fish and he will always have an excuse to get
away from home. My father was a fisherman. Our childhood adventures
fell into one of two categories; we either traveled to visit
relatives or we were going fishing. Dad was not a sport fisherman
like the ones seen on TV with fancy boats and modern equipment. At
the core he would be happy with a cane pole and bobber. We caught
carp, catfish and blue gill. As much as I tried, catching fish was
not something I enjoyed. When I pulled a fish from the water I had
the distinct impression that the fish was not having a good time.
Eventually I would leave my line in the water with no bait just to
avoid having to deal with annoyed aquatic life. As much as I didn’t
like fishing, I did love being on or near the water. I was taken by
the rhythmic sound of waves and the way voices carried over water
at night. Despite how I felt about catching or cleaning, I had no
reservations about eating the bounty when my dad deep fried and
served them with hushpuppies. I was also fascinated by the feeling
of fishing time. I experienced that on the days we got up before
dawn to be at the fishing spot as the sun came up. I have since
learned that many cultures consider that to be the magic time. It
is a place between night and day and opens the possibility of
accessing both at the same moment.

While I was not analytical by any means, I
did make mental notes about how I felt at any given moment. There
was one fishing trip that included fried potatoes, cooked with lard
in a deep cast iron skillet on a camp fire. They were dark brown to
black, crispy and sweet. I was on the banks of a river at dusk,
listening to frogs and crickets, surrounded by my family and
feeling satisfied and secure. When I think of comfort, that image
pops into my mind. Within that same vain are moments napping on my
grandmother’s linoleum floor as the rhythm of her foot pedal sewing
machine pulsed. I also have to include the place between awake and
asleep with my head in my mother’s lap as I listened to my
grandmother telling stories of local and family history.

Dads know everything, don’t they? I
certainly thought so. I loved my dad’s stories, off-color jokes and
even the pull-my-finger game. Among the playthings we had as kids
were a variety of toy and candy cigarettes. I was well trained for
years of addiction. I took one of the play cigarettes apart to see
what made the fake smoke. Inside was a script that I thought was
Chinese. My dad was playing cards in the kitchen. I took the paper
to him and asked what it said. He replied with a nonsense answer
and then made some comment about how silly I was to expect him to
know what it said. His card playing buddies seemed to think it was
funny. My reverence for authority figures took another hit.

In addition to agriculture and industry,
Mexican American and Native American cultures were part of my
childhood environment. We had access to tamales being sold on
street corners Friday night. The local Boy Scout troupe did Indian
dances in the church parking lot. But also, our house was less than
a mile from Cahokia Mounds, a North American marvel and Native
American ceremonial site. Living within the boundaries of the
ancient village it was common to find arrowheads and seed beads
after a rain. The site has since been reclaimed and developed as a
park and Native American cultural center. It should be a must-see
for anyone passing through the Midwest. But in the late fifties and
even into the nineteen-seventies, it was mostly just a park with
great hills for climbing and sledding. I have strange feelings
knowing that for years we were playing in someone else’s cemetery.
Imagine what it would be like searching for Easter eggs among
tombstones and you will get the idea. Respecting what is perceived
by others as sacred has been one of my important learning
processes. I’ll talk more about that in later portions of the
book.

Most of my early education about First
Peoples’ culture came from our black and white TV set and the
westerns it played. That is where I learned about blood brothers.
One of the neighborhood boys and I had seen the ceremony played out
and decided to replicate it. Using his pocket knife, we slit our
wrists just enough to draw blood and then placed the wounds
together as a form of bonding. I did my first native ceremony at
the age of six. It was the first foreshadowing of the call and
importance that native culture and shamanism would have in my
life.

The second sign of a unique purpose came
during that same period of my childhood. A group of local children
had been taken to see an animated film titled Magic Boy. In a scene
near the end, the boy transforms himself into a hawk and flies
away. As that happened, something leapt within me, a physical
sensation in my abdomen. Years later I would understand the
importance shape shifting and transformation would play in my life.
One example was as I meditated and worked with bear medicine by a
river in California, I’d have a man trying to chase me away because
he saw me as a bear. The look on his face as I turned to him and
settled back into human form was priceless. The thought of
transformation turned in my belly like an infant who would be in
gestation for years.

I don’t know if it was because I was sickly
that they consider me nearer to God, or maybe closer to the grave,
but I was always the spiritual one. I was chosen to say grace at
major family dinners. On a side note, I once mumbled the prayer.
When my father said that he could not hear me, I responded that I
wasn’t talking to him. His slap taught me that humor often comes
mixed with pain. In the Baptist tradition, each church service
ended with an invitation to walk the aisle and give your soul to
Jesus. We’d sing emotional songs as the preacher pleaded for
someone to come. Each Sunday, I felt the pull, but I’d cling to the
pew until the song ended. I was about nine years old when I decided
to surrender. I visited the church again in my early twenties. One
of the women said that she had a vivid memory of that night and the
light that shone through the ceiling around me as I stood in front
of the congregation and made my commitment.

That commitment is still important to me.
However with much experience added to retrospection, I have since
learned that it was not made to a denomination, belief system, book
or social group. It is my love, respect and dedication to the
Devine in all of its forms and manifestations. I led the life of an
evangelical fundamentalist until my late twenties because that was
only option to which I had been exposed. What I learned that night
has been confirmed by all of my other explorations.

My simple conclusion is that God is love. As
I give or receive love, it is God touching God. If I build peace in
a corner of the world, I am expanding the house of God. When I am
moved to action by compassion, I am moved by the spirit of God. I
am not willing to argue for or against any religious belief as
being true or false. Another tenet that seems to work for me is
that if we focus on the source, everything else will come. Being is
more important than believing is also a phase you will encounter
repeatedly in this book.

My body has been a constant source of
incongruity. Long before I understood what gender meant in any sort
of rational or reproductive way, I was uncomfortable with mine.
There are all sorts of theories about how and why a person will
come to identify himself or herself as transgendered; living in a
body with the wrong plumbing. This is not about that type of
introspection. I am writing this to track lessons about riding a
dragon called fear. My concerns about gender identification are the
largest dragon I have ever met and have ridden with some
success.

Early in life I realized that my perceptions
and definitions often did not agree with those held by the people
around me. I knew that I need to create my own, but it would take
years to face the fear and do it. I remember asking my mother if I
had a choice of being a boy or a girl. Being small, I lacked the
physical strength to keep up with or compete with the boys in my
neighborhood. When choosing sides for a game I was always the last
person to be picked, but then again someone is always the last. Yet
in my case they were willing to make an exception, if there were an
odd number of kids I was not picked at all, or I got to be the
umpire. I was not much bothered by that result because boy’s games
had little appeal. I watched the girls and wanted to play jacks,
jump rope, hopscotch or dress up. The few times I got to play the
girl games were delightful. I was so small, at the age of ten I
weighed forty-eight pounds, that being male gave me no advantage,
but I was able to play at a comparable level with the girls more so
than the boys. When other boys saw me playing with the girls I was
called a sissy. Peer pressure did as it is intended to do: I
stopped playing with the girls, but watched them while I felt what
I later learned to name as longing.

I sum up my early life as good. In the midst
of challenges and pain, I had fun. When pictures were taken I was
told to quit smiling so much. Living was defined by constant
learning and adventure. As we will explore later, taking back at
least a portion of that excitement may be a key to a rewarding
life. I was not often frightened as a child. Although an occasional
scary movie would give me chills. My solution was to close my eyes
and go to sleep. Everything was always better when I woke up. Not
ignoring and/or avoiding fear would be a lesson that took me years
to learn.

My dragon would sleep most of the time, but
occasional over the next thirty-five years she would awaken and
cause horrendous havoc.
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Chapter 3 Loss, Change and Confusion

Paying the price means making change.



 


Everything is a lesson or a blessing.
Fortunately, they are easy to tell apart. If we aren’t feeling
really blessed, we should look around for the lesson to learn. The
next decade of my life was filled with lessons, many of which would
not be understood until twenty years later. I think there may be
value to a process like that. It is good to find purpose and
meaning in tragedy, but in some situations over-analyzing will take
us out of the experience and short circuit the process. In turn
that stunts the learning. In addition, sometimes life just sucks.
If we accept the concept of karma, receiving rewards or punishment
in response to past deeds, we need to also accept that we may at
times be a bit player in someone else’s karmic adventure.

Things from a lot of lives converged in the
next stage of my life with the clamor of a spoon caught in the
garbage disposal. My pre-teen and teenage years were marked by
periods of loss, change and confusion. Then again, perhaps that is
a good working definition of what it means to be a teenager. The
period began with the death of my mother and ended with me bolting
from home with the same enthusiasm as a cat escaping a dumpster as
a new bag of trash comes in.

Mom was my protector. She is my image of
comfort and security. She passed before I formed any adult level
values or judgments about her. I know now that she was
narrow-minded and prejudiced; a hard shell fundamentalist. Yet she
knew love. Of all the characteristics I attribute to her, love
always wins. I have very few images of my mother’s illness,
although I recall visiting her in the hospital. My brother says we
were told it would be our last chance to speak with her and to say
goodbye. Lung cancer had spread throughout her body, including her
brain. I remember the room, but none of the conversation with her.
I do remember someone else talking about her delusions.

To make life easier on my father as he dealt
with my mother’s eminent death, Charlie and I were sent to
Arkansas. One of us stayed with my maternal grandmother and the
other with my older sister. We swapped locations in the middle of
the excursion. We left just after Memorial Day and would be
recalled with the news of my mother’s passing in mid-July. Other
than my time in the hospital, it was the first time in my eleven
year life that my brother and I had been separated for more than a
few hours. Strangely, I did not miss him. I was relating to the
world as an individual rather than as one of the twins.

In retrospect, those six weeks were the
beginning of defining my life. The authority figures of my mother
and father were gone and I was for the first time an individual. It
was a new sensation of freedom. I had fun exploring this very
different world. I had a real forest. The air smelled like pine and
it didn’t come out of a can. I discovered how to use the paths
between homes. Very few of the houses were in visual distance of
each other. There was the serendipity of discovering a hidden
swimming hole or tunnel into a sawdust pile. My sister’s house did
not yet have indoor plumbing. Water was brought to the house from a
public spring. The only phone was in a pay booth in town. To bathe,
we heated water on the stove and filled a galvanized steel tub set
up in the living room. In contrast, they had not only electricity,
but a color TV. The one back at home was still black and white. In
today’s world of remote control, turning a dial to change
television stations seems archaic. In the Ozark Mountains changing
channels might also mean turning the antenna on the roof.

Having few playmates allowed me the
opportunity to sort through feelings. The issues and questions of
gender were constant companions. I knew better than to talk about
them, but, every silent bedtime prayer and every wish on a star was
the same; let me wake up tomorrow as a girl.

The part of the summer at my Grandmother’s
house added running water and toilets to my rural experience. It
was during that time that I discovered my magic touch. It was not
much on its own, but it made me believe I might have one or more
special talents. My Grandmother and her husband raised chickens in
commercial buildings. Their home was a caretaker’s house on the
grounds. At times during my stay, they would turn the water on in
the bath, but nothing would come out. As If I knew what I was doing
I asked them to let me fiddle with it. I stuck one of my fingers up
the faucet and when I pulled it out the water began flowing. We all
smiled and figured it was a coincidence. The situation would be
repeated several times during my stay. They would try moving knobs,
sticking other things up the faucet with no results and would then
ask me to bring my magic finger; it worked every time. Forty years
later I would make a reputation for myself for being able to jiggle
office equipment and get it working again and would become well
known for my mysterious ability. The president of our company would
send down directives for me to work my magic with a file or
presentation.

The summer in the country’s fun came to an
abrupt end. I awoke in the middle of the night to hear adults
talking in the other room. I knew that my mother had died. They
piled us into the car to meet up with my brother and sister, and
then make the long drive home. I don’t remember any time before or
since that was as thick and dark as that night. I sat in the
backseat next to the window with my face pressed to the glass, but
all I could see was blackness. A few days later I was sitting in
the front row at the funeral. Looking at my mother’s face caused
tears to form like projectiles ready to explode, but I made a
decision to hold them in. I saw a black curtain slide down in front
of me. The crybaby was no more. It would take twenty years to begin
cutting through that barrier and reconnect with the core portions
of my emotional self.

My father had bought a forty acre farm as
part of his life’s dream. He was forced to sell it to pay for my
mother’s hospital bills and funeral. There was enough money left
over to buy new bicycles for Charles and me. It was very strange
thinking we benefited from a tragedy. Until then we had ridden ones
pieced together from an assortment of used bikes. The old ones had
no fenders or chain guards. One of life’s little disappointments is
having a full speed ride abruptly ended when a pant leg gets caught
in the chain. I learned to accept it as part of life. The
experience was not unlike the numerous times a family road trip was
delayed for hours due to mechanical malfunction or perhaps hitting
a deer. I don’t recall anyone ever getting angry or throwing a fit
when it happened. We simply began figuring out what to do next. I
recall a number of long waits beside the road or in odd filling
stations. I was not taught that patience is a virtue, just the
norm.

The year my mother died included starting
junior high. My elementary school had been small with two grades
sharing a room. Even combined the classes were never more than
fifteen children. The new school was larger and further away. We
had to ride a bus to it and there was more than one room for each
grade. I was able to make new friends without the baggage of past
experience. I loved it. I got really excited the day one new friend
introduced me to another by saying that I was really smart. I
believe that was the first time anyone had referred to any part of
my character in a positive way.

Dad met my soon-to-be stepmother when they
both stopped at the same gas station to ask directions to a PWP,
Parents without Partners, meeting. They were married in a snow
storm on the fifth of February, 1966. I added a new mother and a
stepsister to my family of a father, two half sisters and twin
brother. By that summer my folks decided to give up individual
houses and relocate to a different home that would be new to all of
us. The new house was a few blocks from the station where Dad and
Mom had met.

Charlie and I were again sent to Arkansas
while Dad and Mom shopped for a new home and relocated. Things were
very different when we came home. There was a new mom, new sister,
new house, new neighborhood, new school, new friends; in addition
to new questions and uncertainties. There were wooded areas near
our house. It was exciting to explore through them as if they were
a new frontier. New adventures, the fresh feelings of discovery and
freedom carried over to my new life. I am certain that my innate
ability to be in the moment played a major role in surviving.

For most of my life a dream would recur in a
similar format. In it I was trying to swim across a body of water
and was stranded midstream. I would always wake from it shaken and
afraid. Water can represent sexuality and emotions. I would later
understand that as a symbolic representation of my struggles around
gender identity. You’ll see in later parts of the book how that
communication of dream symbols played out in important ways.

The events of the next few years set up the
process of learning my life lesson of befriending fear and the art,
process and magic of transformation. Between the ages of 11 and 18
my secret desires, questions and battles with gender were revealed
to my family. My father who had been sober for more than a decade
would fall from the wagon. My conflicts between a fundamentalist
upbringing and my new mother’s more liberal church would cause me
to reject it all. The period would end with my transferring to a
job hundreds of miles away and becoming part of the Jesus People
scene.

I recall a lot of anger during those years,
much of it centered about my stepmother. Mom is an amazing person
that I love dearly. She has been my mother four times longer than
my birth mother. She is a huge fan, confidant and friend. Though
she was not prepared or equipped for what came her way with this
marriage. Overnight she had to deal with economic challenges and
stretching a budget to provide for five people, three of whom were
active teenagers. Her new husband slipped into old patterns of
being an evening and weekend drunk. And amidst all that, she had to
deal with culture clashes. With that much friction, heat would be
expected. Someone was always in trouble for doing something. I was
happiest when it was someone else’s turn.

I learned to find places where I could rise
above the fray. One of my favorites was a large weeping willow in
our backyard. It was tall and strong, with a perfect set of low
branches for easy access. I’d climb up to a high point and be
hidden from sight. In some ways it provided the type of protection
and comfort that I had received from my birth mother. When I
discovered Pantheism and Goddess tradition later in life, they
resonated well with my early escapes into the natural world.

I would also walk in the nearby woods. I had
one secret place. It was along an overgrown road. A sign near the
entrance read, “No trespassing, survivors will be prosecuted.” I
ignored it. A small stream had been diverted under the roadway by a
galvanized pipe at one level and a square concrete tunnel above it.
I could crawl through the top to where it dropped off on the other
side of the road. From there I was looking down on a minor
waterfall. In summer the place was lush with green, but in winter
it became a fantasy land. Covered in ice, the stream moved at a
trickle through a world of crystal. Those sounds of water and
beauty of nature still resonate at the deepest levels of my
being.

I had a growing sense of something beyond
normal reality. Mostly it was comprised of noticing unusual things
in my environment like coincidences. There was a boy from the old
neighborhood that had been on my mind for a couple of days. During
one of my walks I looked up and saw him coming from the opposite
direction. We sat on a log and talked for a few minutes and then
went our separate ways. That was one of my first extra sensory
experiences. Around that same time I also had a neighbor girl that
introduced me to Ouija boards and taught me hypnosis. I was
becoming aware of many things we didn’t talk about at home or in
church.

I am my own best skeptic. The shaman lives
in that place between paradigms and is comfortable in both spirit
and rational worlds. My mind can conclude that this may have been a
chance meeting. I certainly have had many people occupy my thoughts
and we have not ended up with a special encounter.

Think of driving at night as a street lamp
we are approaching burns out. We naturally assume, at least for a
moment, that it had something to do with us. In fact we probably
passed hundreds of lights that in no way changed their behavior
because of our presence. This one seems special because we pay
attention to only the bulb that is extinguished. Assuming that the
two concepts of our passing the light and it going dark are
connected is not proven by the fact they happened at the same time.
It also is not proven that they were not. We can either launch an
extensive study, have it peer reviewed and published in a
scientific journal; or we simply choose to make a conclusion or
belief based on how the experience fits within our current set of
other acquired information. That choice, whether scientific or
magical, is still only an assumption. Neither conclusion is based
on empirical data. The real problem is when we escalate that from
something assumed to a fact, and then give it the authority of a
belief. Later in the book we will look at what constitutes a belief
and the possibility of detaching from them.

Despite the undercurrent of tension, we had
many wonderful family moments. I cherish the exposure my parents
gave us to art museums, zoo, musical theatre, barbershop quartets
and other cultural activities. Family gatherings like weddings had
polka bands that played pop tunes on an accordion.

I did not make a lot of friends in junior
high and high school. I was too good for the bad kids and too bad
for the good kids. One thing I noticed was that people liked to
talk to me. I had a girl sitting in front of me in eighth grade
that spent Mondays telling me about her parties in graphic details.
As much as she thought I was interested, she never invited me to
one. When I asked her about it her opinion was that I would not be
willing to play any of the kissing and touchy-feely games. I think
she was right. I still have friend that call and have two hour
conversations with my contribution being less than ten minutes.

I was coming of age in the late 60’s. There
was unrest in most of the world and at the same time new horizons
opened in pop culture, music, fashion and sexuality. I was
intrigued by tent dresses, bellbottoms, Nehru jackets, rock and
roll, black lights and head shops. I loved anything on the radio
with a backbeat and thumping bass. As I still do, I loved live
music in almost any form. School dances meant being able to stand
directly in front of a large speaker stack and allow the sound to
press clothes against my skin and flap on the edges as if in a
wind. Rock and roll was meant to be felt, not heard. That type of
music would soon play a part in pulling me into and through my next
religious experience.

Society resonated with my rebellious streak
the way two tuning forks vibrate for the same note, although,
living in the middle of the country meant most of it was watered
down and filtered before it got to me. I recall one friend
observing that we had fair weather hippies. They would plan a
protest, but if it looked like rain no one would show. I bought a
hash pipe and used it to smoke tobacco that had been cured in
bourbon. Friends got excited when I pulled it out, but quickly
became disappointed as I lit it.

Other than caffeine and nicotine I avoided
drugs. Even in my adolescent years I noticed the changes in
neighborhood kids that sniffed glue and/or gasoline, not just when
they were high but the diminished mental capacity after the fact. I
found the results unappealing. One of my sister’s boyfriends made
an offer with, “I’ll give you a couple of my yellows. Then you’ll
go sit in a corner and feel like a banana.” I thought the imagery
was less than attractive. There were numerous opportunities for
alcohol consumption. However, each of my attempts to participate
ended with me offering tribute face down over a porcelain throne. I
learned to say no thank you to future offers. I enjoy one or two
drinks a month, but am not bothered by saying no, even if the drink
is paid for and delivered to my table. I had a couple of friends
share their grass with me. Even after numerous joints I was not
feeling a buzz. I was told to start acting as if I was high and
then I would be. That just seemed pointless. I was capable of being
and acting odd without artificial stimulation. I can’t recall a
single social situation that was enhanced by drugs or alcohol. I
often wonder after forty years of tobacco use why it affected me so
differently.

I did find other ways to alter my awareness
and consciousness. For me, sleep deprivation has a similar effect
to drunkenness, including symptoms associated with a hangover. My
choice for finding a rush came through hyperventilation. Because of
the dangerous nature of it, I won’t go into details of how it was
done. At first I did it with the assistance of another person. That
lasted until the night my going limp caused the holder to lose his
grip and my face to meet the pavement. For a time I got a glimpse
of how society treats people with disfigurement. Fortunately I
healed within a couple of weeks.

I figured out how to do it on my own, while
lying in the security of my bed. I loved the sensation of my
awareness pouring back into the body for a brief few seconds, and I
later learned to control and extend it, I was in a state of
disembodied awareness. I was fully conscious, but my body was
providing no sensory information. I could send a thought to wiggle
my toes and the feeling of having a body returned. I know that
things happened and I went to other places while I was out. But,
the fact that my consciousness and body were not connected
prevented me from committing them to memory. On a few occasions, I
could catch something during the last few moments of the
transition. I recall looking up at faces surrounding a hole and the
thought that we had lived before. That certainly did not mix well
with my fundamentalist theology of that period.

During this period is when I expressed a
desire to be a drummer. I wanted a trap set and drum lessons. My
parents told me that drummers were the most likely member of a band
to get hung up on drugs and did little to encourage the ambition.
They did, however, give me a set of bongos, maracas and claves for
Christmas. I had a wonderful time picking out rhythms, even with no
formal training, it was an activity I did only when no one else was
around, but I enjoyed every moment of it.

Rock and roll became a companion of comfort.
My mom would bring home 45 RPM records when she did her grocery
shopping. I particularly loved live concert recordings and their
drum solos. I had an AM table radio beside my bed. My parents would
insist that I turn it off at bedtime. I perfected the skill to tune
my hearing and adjust the volume so low that I could hear, but it
was not perceptible when my parents checked on me from the bedroom
door. I loved playing with sounds by connecting a small reel to
reel tape recorder to the radio or record player. Many years later
that would be expanded to recording my own CD and iTunes MP3s.

I also learned what a trance was from rock
and roll. It was in a small teen and adult club near the town where
my grandmother lived. The club had booked a one hit wonder band. It
was the biggest rock and roll event I attended until I was actually
working in the business. The band had connected a black light to a
switch activated by the bass pedal of the drum set. The pulse of
the music synchronized with the light created a feeling of
other-worldliness. I see a very short and straight line from the
psychedelics of the 1960s to the rave culture of today. I now
understand that pulsing rhythms and flashing lights may cause
epileptic seizures in some people. Mystic visions have been
considered by some to be an effect of temporal seizures. Again, the
shaman lives on the edge of that space, but always knows the way
back out. Oddly enough that hard driving beat incorporated into
Contemporary Christian Music drew me first to a ten year
evangelical experience before it called me to Shamanism.

This was also the time that my gender
confusion and questions merged with an emergence of hormones. Until
I was in my thirties, I assumed that my feelings were something
that had to be suppressed. There were stories emerging in the 60s
about transsexuals; they gave me a glimmer of hope, but nothing
tangible. A movie was released about Christine Jorgenson, but I
never saw it. The Kinks song Lola was a big hit. I actively hid the
excitement I felt when it came on the radio.

I have a theory that we are all like clay
jars with numerous tiny cracks. We hold together and are useable,
but when pressure is applied the hidden things inside begin to ooze
through the cracks. So it was not surprising that gender confusion
would appear during my period of family and social pressures. Even
with the years of reconsideration, I am not sure what I felt or
thought. I pushed down most of it. I wanted to be normal, to fit
in. Only the strongest emotions would make it to the surface. One
of the manifestation involved sneaking items of my sister’s clothes
out of the laundry. It was not long before I was caught. The
reaction of my family was supportive; in that they sent me to
counseling. At one point my mom threatened to tell the neighbor
what I was if I did not behave. That was my first direct encounter
with fear derived from the threat of shame.

My parents contacted the county mental
health clinic. After discussing it with a counselor, they made an
appointment for me. I was not enthused. I saw the sessions as a
form of punishment for being who I was. The best thing to come out
of it was my IQ test. I scored a 141. My folks had to rethink the
underlying judgments that I was slow or stupid. In one session the
psychologist asked if I masturbated while playing with the clothes.
I answered him honestly, and said,” No.” He in turn informed my
parents that I was using the articles of clothing as an aid to
masturbation. Much later I would learn of the connections of
cross-gender behavior with shamanism. I now see clothing as a mask
for the body. I think those early experiments may have been a
prelude to learning the art of transformation. But, I would be
thirty years old before I could pursue that path.

Our town had a club for troubled high school
age kids called United Youth. My guess was that someone at the
mental health center recommended me to them. One of the members
actually hunted me down at school and asked me to join. For a kid
always picked last for the team, this was a first, and an offer I
could not refuse. In many social situations I felt tolerated but
not truly accepted. Mostly it was a place to just hang out. The
facility had two pool tables and a jukebox. It also had a mix of
students from both East and West high schools. It was a place where
I could be me, without the shadow of my brother, family or history.
It was also the first place I encountered another person with
questions about her gender. It was a woman who expressed feeling of
wanting to be a guy. Sadly, she and her family moved away a couple
of weeks after my discovery.

I was able to suppress my urges enough that
I could have a fairly normal teenage experience. I lacked the
physical strength to compete in sports, but I did letter in JV and
varsity track as a manager. I’d run errands for the coach, carry
starting blocks and catch pole-vaulters. Charlie and I joined Civil
Air Patrol as cadets. Through that I discovered a lifelong
fascination with aviation. I also won trips though fundraising
activities and advanced to be the cadet company commander. What I
learned from the leadership program set the stage for later
achievements.

Learning to drive has a lot of similarities
with dragon riding. It expands access to the world using speed and
power. It became a model for several of my life lessons. I think my
passion for driving starts with my birth mother. She was not a
traditional woman of that era. By 1952 she had been divorced twice
and my father was her third husband. The one place she felt free
and empowered was behind the wheel of a car. She took every
possible opportunity to make a road trip. If someone showed up at
our house with a new car, they were not leaving until she had
driven it.

I had passed the required driver’s education
class in high school. Yet my learner’s permit was about to expire
without my getting a license. My father loaded up his fishing gear,
took me to a lake where he unloaded, and then handed me the car
keys with instructions to stay off of main roads. We repeated this
several times. I do not have adequate words to describe the rush of
freedom I felt. There was joy, contentment, concern, exhilaration,
power and so much more pulsing through my body. When I talk about
dragon riding my mind is referencing that type of experience. I
still love long drives. I have made several solo cross country
trips. In that space my mind is lost without a passage of time.
Consciousness is actively engaged and focused on the task, but some
part of me operates on another level. I have even practiced holding
the current situation present while also holding a different image
in the other part of my awareness. That has become important to my
spiritual work. I’ll provide an exercise in open eyes meditation
later in the book.

Driving also taught me about the feeling of
losing control. I had a couple of passengers in the car. We decided
for some reason that we needed to go to a university campus in a
town about a half hour away. I took bets that I could do it in
fifteen minutes. I should mention that I have been a licensed
driver for forty-two years and never received a speeding ticket.
That is in part attributed to the luck of not getting caught, but
also to what happened that night. I was doing ninety miles an hour
and getting very near the school when we reached a sweeping curve
where I lost control. I turned the wheel but the car did not go the
direction I was pointing it. The feeling at the moment was nothing
less than terror as I felt the car drift away from the road. My
foot came off of the accelerator as it bumped the curb. Rather than
going into the median or overturning the car bounced back into the
lane like a pinball off of a bumper. I won the bet, but have since
never felt the need for excessive speed.

Sometimes a minor decision in our life turns
out to be a major crossroad. I signed up for Distributive Education
during my senior year of high school. It was a work/study program
that involved three periods of classes and then being released to
work. The DE classes focused on general business principle and also
offered specific training on various types of commercial activity.
For me the job was selling shoes. I completed the course, went from
part-time to fulltime retail employment. Through several moves I
rose from being a clerk to a manager and eventually became a buyer
for a department store by the age of twenty-five.

One period of the classroom experience had
to be a class in the English department. I chose theatre arts. My
DE teacher felt that the English requirement should be fulfilled in
a traditional English class and pressured me to select a different
elective. He changed his mind when he saw my scene design and stage
lighting textbook and thought it might have applications for
display work. Many people in the theatre program were perceived as
strange. I felt very comfortable among them. My own small adventure
in theatre would be running a puppet ministry at a church a few
years later. I have also found myself frequently involved on the
tech side of live shows and performances.

There are several things common to every
dragon rider’s journey. The path is not often straight, clear or
level. While conceivable, the ultimate goal is rarely visible at
the start. There are certainly unexpected surprises, challenges and
course corrections. This time in my life was about becoming aware
of being me and deciding what feelings would guide me. As an
explorer standing at the edge of a forest and looking down a path,
I could see only a short way, but was compelled to step ahead.

I was set up to take on my first major
dragon ride, leaving home.
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Chapter 4 Graduation Is Not Gradual

What we have is more important than what we
leave.

 


During my teen years I drifted away from
religion. I was brought back to it through a local Christian coffee
house. It was a place that featured casual worship and contemporary
styled music. Pop songs were often modified to meet the Christian
theme. During one of the evening services I prayed that God would
get me out of my home situation. Three days later I got the call
about a new job in Davenport, Iowa. After graduation from high
school my parents insisted that if I was not going to school I
would have to be employed full time. I was working for a company
that leased shoe departments in a variety of retail stores. They
found a position for me in a neighboring town, but it lasted only a
few months. I was then offered a position in Davenport, Iowa, a
city 200 miles away.

I had threatened to run away on a number of
occasions as tensions built at home. My father said that if I did,
that would be fine, but I could never come back. They later
explained the statement didn’t really mean that. However, I latched
onto it as gospel. I made my decision to leave believing it to be a
path with no return ticket. This would be the largest dragon I had
tried to ride up to this point; a vision of freedom the light that
displaced any shadows of fear. This was the first of several times
in my life that I would take to the road with all of my worldly
possessions in the car. Even now it is hard to say whether the
strongest motivation was getting away from my past or being drawn
to some unknown future.

One in my new home, I quickly learned how to
get by on my own. Grocery shopping, cooking, laundry and getting to
work on time came naturally. I would go to the local greasy spoon
and order as many cheeseburgers and doughnuts as I wanted. I could
grow my hair and the wear the clothes I liked. It was a charmed
time with no tragedy or worries to hold me back.

A few weeks after arriving in Davenport a
traveling group of Jesus People hit town with a large tent where
they held nightly gatherings. They presented a program that was
what my coffee house experience could have been, if it had been fed
growth hormones. They were hippies on a mission of love. They
presented Jesus as an alternative to the drugs without giving up
the counter-culture lifestyle. The meetings featured a rock and
roll band and people living in community, or what some people think
of as a commune. They presented Pharisees of the Bible as the
modern day church. Messages in the sermons and songs resonated with
both my faith and rebellious nature. The group stayed for a few
months and then split up, with some of the people going to Europe
and the others to found a community in northern Illinois. They
practiced a Charismatic version of evangelical Christianity. I was
exposed to mystical manifestations of spirit including audible
messages from God, speaking in tongues and healings. What I learned
from my experience is still with me as a foundation stone of
spiritual practice; God is love, and it is not a religion but a
relationship.

Oddly enough the Jesus People experience
also opened tiny cracks allowing me to see others with various
forms of gender dysfunction. A woman attending one of the events
was pointed out to be a transsexual. My fear prevented me from
speaking to her, but I watched cautiously at a distance. The group
had shunned a member for not complying with some community rule. He
was left homeless in a strange town. Because I had a car some of
the other followers came to me to help find him. A stop on our
search was a quick run through the local drag bar. I continued to
live behind my self-imposed shield of fear for another decade, but
knowing that I was not alone.

After the group left town I floated about
through a number of churches. The next spring my company
transferred me to St. Joseph, Missouri. That move would lead me
into the ministry, marriage, the birth of my daughter, exposure of
my gender issues, subsequent divorce and a nineteen year separation
from my daughter. It was a period of both achievement and extreme
emotional pain.

I became involved with another Christian
coffeehouse and the church that ran it. It was the beginning era of
what is now known as Contemporary Christian music. Many of the
famous names would come through town on their national tours. I
also became a co-producer of an annual Christian music festival at
a local park. It was the start of my performance career doing a
talking blues song and as a song writer as bands performed things I
wrote. This is also when I created and ran the puppet ministry at
the church. In addition to handling weekly children’s church
services, we were invited to present it at a regional conference. I
was told among the dozen or so presentations, attendance for my
sessions was second only to that of the keynote speaker.

During portions of the coffeehouse program
it was common to have the spirit fall onto the group. This is
difficult to explain because it was at the same time not tangible
but yet very real. It was as if a fog rolled in and air became
thick enough to cut with a knife. During one of those times I had
my first vision. Normally I would expect some sort of major
revelation or truth to be revealed. That wasn’t the case. Instead
it was simply that I was somewhere else for a few seconds. This was
not like a dream or something played out on a movie screen.
Everything I perceived was solid. I was in a period of time where
people wore long robes and sandals. There were noises and
conversation that I did not understand. I was hiding under a table
looking at rather dusty feet. Then as quickly as it started I was
back in the coffeehouse. The only sense I could make of it was a
Bible verse about the feet of those who preach the gospel being
blessed.

In the years since I have gotten better at
using and directing that tool. Some things may just appear as I
watch images on the inside of my eyelids. It is also the technique
I use when doing shamanic journeys, spiritual trips into other
worlds. I also have had experiences of people reporting that they
saw me in places that I have not been, but I had thought about
being there. It was the opening of the doorway that eventually led
me to mysticism.

My career was still selling shoes and
managing a shoe department in a local department store. Working in
a downtown store included daily encounters with people on the
fringe of society. One of those people was Herbert (not his real
name). Herbert was a young man who struggled with his sexual and
gender identities. Everyone knew he was different, but paid very
little attention. Seeing how he was treated added to my conviction
to keep my own gender confusion suppressed. A five year old boy
disappeared from the downtown area and was found dead a few days
later in a nearby field. Mostly because he was different, Herbert
was convicted on circumstantial evidence. Nearly two years later
another man was picked up on unrelated charges and confessed to the
crime. Herbert was released, but I never saw him again. However, I
did understand that people who are different would not be treated
quite as equally as everyone else. In my adult life justice,
equality and human rights have become important themes in my
writing and life.

For a few months I was a Chaplin for a
Sheltered Workshop. It was a program that provided support and
services for adults with learning disabilities. My messages during
the service were not well understood, but the hugs and smiles were
real. That work taught me to appreciate people on an entirely
different level.

Despite being shy, I had dated since my
early teen years. I had a minimal level of libido. Dating was not a
pursuit for sexual gratification, but rather a need for
companionship and intimacy. I secretly wished to find someone who
shared my desires and that could be the other half to make me
whole. As a result I mostly dated aggressive women who would always
make the first move. The woman I married had a name spelled in the
masculine fashion. As a result her driver’s license was marked with
an M that she had corrected by hand. Within my twisted reasoning I
thought that she might understand my dilemma. I believed that
getting married would force me to permanently suppress my gender
identity concerns. I can’t say that I was stupid, but it may not
have been the smartest move of my life. My first full on sexual
experience was on my wedding night at the age of twenty-one. The
next six years were marked by struggles with the lack of sex
accented with financial difficulties.

I took a direct sales job looking to
capitalize on the large income numbers a company flaunted at
potential salespeople. There were a few bright spots, but for the
most part it left me in worse financial shape than when I began. I
learned that many organizations have discovered how to use the
skills of an evangelist. They are masters at fanning flames of hope
and promise while making it clear that if it doesn’t work it is
your fault. I now avoid anything that is obviously over-hyped and
dependent on the belief and enthusiasm of the participants. The
reality is that those types of programs do work for a few people,
most often for a short period of time. I have since seen numbers
that estimate that about ten percent of the people in that high
intensity sales environment make enough to call it a success. It
became another step for me in disassociating from believing and
trusting people in authority.

I do cherish that time, though, because it
taught me so much about myself and my motivations. I learned to
find common ground with almost anyone. It also was a way to
practice what is now known as abundance theology. I discovered how
to find the positive side of challenges, control self-talk and
visualize what I desired. It even got me a car that I wanted. I
highly recommend everyone spend a year or two of his life in a
situation where success depends on a positive attitude. It is an
amazing fast track personality development experience.

About the same time as I was learning these
lessons from the sales position, I decided that my best career move
would be to enter the ministry. While working the sales job, I
started taking classes at the local college and completed the
required work to become a licensed minister in the United Methodist
Church. I was assigned to a small country church with a couple of
dozen members. I was great at speaking from the pulpit, but failed
at most of the other pastoral functions. The gig ended when I was
unable to continue the educational commitment attached to the
license. My sales job also began to falter and my financial
troubles got worse. The tension was deepened by the birth of my
daughter. I found a job in the music business servicing retail
accounts. The pay was not great, but it was steady. Having
established myself in the job, I managed to get a transfer back to
southern Illinois.

A university in St. Louis had an active and
respected gender program. I was hopeful about getting information
from them, but I was not able to gather up enough courage to make
contact with the school. I had no outlets for gender expression so
I began expressing my feelings in a journal. The next major change
in my life happened when my wife found it. I was confronted as I
came home from work. All that I had feared would happen if I was
discovered became real.

I remember passing out. In those moments I
was falling into a black well and was presented with a choice to
keep on falling or to come back. I chose life. But it was a life
where I had no say in what would happen next. We agreed that my
wife should leave, and she did so between Christmas and New Years.
The fear and depression were overwhelming. I had lost an important
part of my life in an instant and the person who took it from me
held the power to take the rest. The Holiday Season has not held
much excitement for me since then.

More than any other lesson in my life this
one taught me about riding the dragon. I lived with a constant fear
of discovery. My ex had threatened to tell my family what I was if
I tried to contact my daughter. I would later learn that the threat
was empty. My family had been told about my gender issues during a
Christmas party when the blowup had happened, but they gave me no
clue that they knew or offered any sort of support. I allowed my
daughter to be ripped from my life based on a fear that had no real
power. It was not the event that threatened me. It was my
willingness to cower before the fear which kept me in chains.

Learning to befriend that fear and ride it
would be the next big lesson in my life.

Today finding counseling regarding gender is
as simple as typing it into a search engine. It was different in
the early 80’s. I was aware that services existed, but they seemed
distant and inaccessible. Due to the emotional trauma I had also
concluded that life would be better if I suppressed the negative
thoughts and feelings. As if I were walking through a snow storm by
concentrating on just the next step, I was able to make it through
the fog of depression in a few weeks although it would take years
for it to completely dissipate. During that process I was also able
to discover a new freedom. Once again the game board and rules of
my life changed completely. Within the next ten years I would
experience California, Hollywood parties, a new vision of
spirituality and begin my first encounter with a soul mate.

Another dragon rumbled and prepared to
awaken.
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Chapter 5 Reset

Endings are beginnings seen from the other
side.

 


Dark nights make us aware of the coming day.
Many of the changes in my life have been like hitting a reset
button and starting again. This period was more like formatting the
drive and installing a new operating system. I wandered around in a
funk for a few weeks after my ex and daughter left. I was depressed
enough that I thought a lot about wanting to be suicidal. My
expression of a self destructive tendency was to drive while not
wearing my seatbelt. I have heard it called a death wish. If
someone had pointed a gun at my head they would not have gotten
much resistance. My diet was not good. As I mentioned, my weight
dropped to the point I could buy clothes in the children’s
department. My mother commented that she had seen dead people who
looked better than I did. Oddly the depression was a teacher. It
kept me in the moment. Even a small action like getting out of bed
required extra effort and focus. It was one version of learning to
exist in the present.

I missed the free love period. As it began I
entered into a religious experience. When I moved into my next
level the world was facing AIDS. I caught only the trailing edge of
the disco era, but I feel little deprivation over that. The mist
began to lift after a work associate insisted that I come dancing.
It became a two or three night a week activity for more than a
year. I had not hung out in clubs. I drank only on rare occasions
and had not been dancing since high school. My images of the
experience had previously been filtered through my fundamentalist
roots. I was knowingly walking into a den of iniquity, and wow what
a blast it was. Until then work, family and/or the church had
dominated my life. I was now in a place apart from all of those
influences and able to explore and redefine who I was. I became
part of a loosely structured group that shared a large table each
week. We were in the same age range, mostly divorced and all
looking for a good time on the dance floor. We would dance until
the club closed and then have breakfast together.

My Baptist upbringing had given me a fear of
socializing around dancing and alcohol. The reality for me was
finding a group of people with shared interests and experiences
that enjoy each other’s company. They were also more open,
accepting, caring and understanding than most of the people I had
ever met in a church. No one asked me to join or commit to anything
beyond that moment. Nobody set standards for participation. When we
reach the other side we may find that the afterlife is a lot more
like a bar than a church.

Having lost the artificial restrictions on
my behavior, I was also free to search through my feelings and
thoughts about gender. While I thought it had all been kept hidden,
aspects of the desires began to surface. Due to the level of
stress, financial struggles and physical activity I lost a lot of
weight. I also allowed my hair to grow. It was not uncommon for
guys to make a double take at the sign on the restroom door if they
were going in as I was coming out. The internet, with its access to
information and ability to connect people combined with mass media
exposure of gender dysfunctional people, may make it difficult
today to understand how isolated a person could be during the early
80’s. I knew there were resources and other people like me, but I
had no means of reaching out to them.

I was driving across southern Illinois
during a rainy period. The two lane black top and as far as I could
see on either side was under what I estimated to be a couple of
inches of rain runoff. Looking at the landscape reminded me of my
being stranded in water dream. I was in a line of cars all crossing
together and was going to proceed, until I checked the rearview
mirror. The vehicle behind me was a hearse. I pulled over and
waited for the water to drain.

Somehow I escaped the need to please. Within
the void of external values I decided that there was no need to
apologize for doing the things required to survive. I released
connections to my daughter. Others might consider me to be unfit as
a caring parent, but I really did not, actually could not, care. In
the few bits of communications I received I discovered my daughter
would yell at passing planes to come down and bring her home to me.
I managed to locate her and made one phone call. Subsequent
attempts over the next few months resulted in being told that the
conversations upset my daughter too much and that further
communication would not be allowed. I had neither the strength nor
will to fight.

The darkest moments of our lives teach us to
appreciate even the tiniest glimmers of light. It would take years
to crawl out of that pit as a different person. I needed to learn
love is not something held or controlled, it is not something we
receive and it is not limited by conditions. Finding the source
within me released an unlimited supply that defies math and
physics. Real love is never depleted; the more you give, the more
you have.

My employer sent me to do some special
project work in California which set up my first encounter with a
soul mate. Twenty-five years later I still feel the magic that
sparked the moment we met. She worked for the same company as I did
but beyond work hours she became my tour guide to California, love
and many unseen worlds. We developed a relationship that lasted
nine years. All but the last couple of years the romance was
conducted in a clandestine fashion due to our employer’s
restriction on fraternization. The air of secrecy and risk added a
delightful spice to each of our encounters. This was also the first
time I experienced how love could open me to an unseen universe and
change the landscape of this world. A year later I managed a
transfer to California. I made the cross country drive with all of
my material possessions tucked into a 1984 Ford Tempo.

It took a while to adjust to California
life. People out here looked at things differently. Where I came
from a forest was a section of land filled with trees. Driving over
the Grapevine between LA and Bakersfield the Los Angeles National
Forest sign is planted in front of a hill covered by White Sage,
Creosote and Manzanita bushes. Back home a river was something that
had water in it. If a lake went dry, we stopped calling it a
lake.

For the next few years I lived on the
fringes of the rock and roll world. It included concerts by big
name artists, after parties in exclusive restaurants, listening
parties for emerging performers in Hollywood clubs, and even a
platinum album for my promotional effort of a particular release.
At the same period I was opening my mind and heart to other realms.
I attended my first psychic fair with no understanding that in a
few years I would be on the other side of the table. I discovered
many of the authors that would have profound effects on my life.
Richard Bach, Lynn Andrews, Shirley MacLaine and Carlos Castenada
presented open doors into new and exciting worlds. Inebriated by
imagination, I succumbed to the flirtations of the universe and
allowed possibilities to gestate.

My life has often been its own metaphor.
Things happening on the outside are symbolic of internal and
spiritual processes. The move to California with little baggage and
the new beginning were significant inside and out. I love the
middle of this country. The power of wide rivers and the displays
of fall color. They can be striking at times, but are frequently
subtle reminders of majesty. In one weekend California showed me an
expanse of ocean, intensity of a world class city, vibrant feeling
of life in the orchards and field of the central valley, silence
soliciting views of mountain peaks and the contrasts and tenacity
of desert plants. The seeds were planted for a garden of sensory
and sensual perception as an iatrical part of my being.

We describe lovers in terms of physical
attraction and emotional attachment. I am learning that those may
be ceremonial robes of disguise worn by our teachers. My romances
have been marked more by the changes we have made in each other’s
lives than by any moment of ecstasy. The more serious the
relationship, the more important the things are to be learned. Most
of my ex lovers have gone on to the love of her life after leaving
me. I will occasionally refer to them as cute little fixer uppers.
This was a period of many new and deep lessons. Mary (not her real
name) is one of the most beautiful, intelligent and caring people I
have ever known. I have and still am surprised when a person I
admire shows any interest in me. In addition to being a California
native, she is a voracious reader with an interest in all aspects
of life from science, arts, human experience and spirituality. I
could not have requested a better guide though my new frontier.

Because she shared them, she understood the
bizarre schedule and pressures of my employment. Her support and
encouragement helped me progress from a field supervisor to sales
manager for the southwest portion of the country. At the time of
leaving I supervised a department of eighty people and more than
fifty million dollars in annual sales. She encouraged me to write.
We fantasized about a joint writing project. She was the one who
also introduced me to the above named authors in the New Age
Spirituality, Mysticism and Shamanism.

Again I thought I had found someone that
might understand some of my inner rumblings. She preferred men’s
slacks because the pockets were deeper, wore men’s styled glasses
and found a man’s wallet more convenient than a purse. Having
learned from my experience of marriage, I shared about my gender
issues early on. Mary had a few counseling sessions over it, and
was tolerant and accepting. She would eventually accompany me to
many gender community events. The relationship would end on good
terms many years later as I pushed closer to making a full time
gender transition.

During that time I also explored some of my
long time desires to perform in front of an audience. I joined
Toastmasters and would eventually acquire more than a dozen
trophies from speech contests. I also took a class in stand-up
comedy. I performed at a few Bakersfield clubs and special
events.

My career in the music business came to an
abrupt halt. I had exposed an instance of racism on the part of my
supervisors. They received a slap on the wrist and made it very
clear that I would no longer be welcome. So I resigned. The
position had often been tense and I had held on simply because
leaving would be difficult. Though the job had not paid
exceptionally well, it had some prestige and nice perks. Leaving
meant giving up my company car and literally walking away.

I had enough money to buy a used version of
my dream car, a Triumph TR7. It was cute and a hoot to drive. I
lost twenty-five ponds that summer, because owning a Triumph means
walking a lot. Within a few weeks car repairs had used up all of my
savings. Then in a last act of defiance it caught fire at an
intersection in Valencia, California. I was out of money and the
rent was due in a week. I had few prospects, no job and no car. It
was again a beginning from a point near nothing. I have learned
that change can be made through a process of escalation, but
transformation requires us to relinquish a hold on history. I
discovered a small flame within that was not extinguished by the
outward winds of change.

Until that moment I had resisted even
considering a move from Southern California to Bakersfield. The
brown hills, farm fields and oil wells seemed to have little
appeal. However, Mary offered to move me in with her. So by
circumstance our relationship moved to a new level. Bakersfield
turned out to be good for me on so many levels. It was tolerant,
welcoming, and encouraged me to explore many aspects of my life
that had previously been on hold due to social or economic
restrictions. Eastern Kern County is known for aerospace
experimentation. Metaphorically the county was a test ground for
many of my dreams.

I found a job that I could ride a bus to
until I made enough money to buy a car. I then moved to a job in
radio as an account exec and managed to buy a newer old car. I have
been a fan of radio since early childhood. Many of my youthful
nights had been spent tuning in distant stations to broaden my
perspective of the world. In addition to selling airtime I wrote
copy and even worked as a producer and call screener for a weekend
senior-themed show. I have a natural aptitude for writing copy. I
became the go to person for the other AEs and worked on eighty
percent of the local ads that went on the air. I learned about
getting a script whittled down to the key points while maintaining
the message and making it fit the allotted time. For my own
accounts, rather than focusing on car dealers and retailers, I
looked for new categories of advertisers. One client that had not
previously done broadcast ads was an inventor of a machine to treat
erectile dysfunction. The jocks nicknamed it Blow Job in a Box.
This was before anyone had heard of Viagra, so it was an extremely
risky thing to do. I was also the instigator behind getting our
newsroom computerized and the news crew to use cell phones for
reporting. I made many friends and cultivated contacts throughout
the business community, enough so that when advertising sales fell
off I decided to do independent marketing.

Dragon rides often do not begin at high
altitude.
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Chapter 6 External Motivation

We may be moved by blowing winds or at times
pulled by things that suck.

 


Most of my friends and contacts had been
exuberant in their praise and encouragement of my new
entrepreneurial endeavor. However they quickly faded when something
more than words were needed. It is strange to start something
counting on the support of people and then have them disappear when
you need them.

One of the benefits from the radio station
had been getting my first PC. With plenty of free time on my hands,
I dug in and learned database programming and word processing. In
school I had consistently flunked spelling and penmanship. Computer
skills would become an important portion of my life and career for
years to come as they compensated for my natural weakness. We will
get into it later in the book, but opportunity frequently knocks
while we are planning something else.

One of the largest jolts of my life came in
the form of a certified letter. The county of Riverside, California
had gotten a judgment against me because my ex had gone on welfare
for a time and I was required to pay that money back. It had been
ten years since I had heard anything from or about my daughter. I
was relieved to know she was still alive and also in California.
However, since I had no regular income the judgment presented
significant obstacles. Suddenly I was back in the job market.

The position I found was nearly ideal. It
used most of my acquired skills and provided an opportunity to
develop more. Thanks to the regular income I was able to pay off
the judgment in one tenth of the time required. The job was with a
wholesale company that provided magazines and books to the local
area. I was hired as the marketing coordinator and would eventual
become the local assistant manager. Through a number of promotions,
consolidations and other transitions over the next fifteen years I
wound up as a Corporate Director of Communications.

At this time, I was able to find and connect
with the trans-gender community, based mostly in Southern
California. I contributed essays to a number of publications,
attended meetings and conventions. I looked for opportunities to
venture into the world in my new guise. At one of the conventions I
met a psychologist working on her dissertation based on the
experience of transsexuals. That friendship would introduce me to
other amazing new worlds. In addition to supporting my desires for
gender transition, she introduced me to shamanism, new age music,
and Sufi Dancing. All of those things would play dominant roles in
my life for more than a decade.

As my path became clearer, Mary gave up hope
that we would ever have the type of heterosexual relationship she
wanted. I moved into an apartment of my own. We would quickly drift
into different social circles. For a time I was facing the
frightening prospects of life with no safety net. In fact, the next
few years would be benchmarked by transitions and associated
fears.

This was to become my largest and most
exciting dragon ride. Things I had tried to suppress and keep
hidden were churning inside. In retrospect the death of my father
removed one of my external restraining forces. Releasing the
pressure from those urges would become a powerful propellant
powering my life. I had begun some therapy sessions in preparation
for making my gender transition. With guidance and much planning I
prepared to debut the new me. I composed an open letter for my
family and employer. It was later printed and reprinted in a number
of gender community magazines. I explained the process to
management and arranged to have a psychologist on hand when we did
the reveal for the whole staff. Not surprisingly, some of the
people expressed confusion and even anger about me bringing this
bizarre event into their lives. I wound up leaving the room in
tears. At the same time support came from unexpected sources and
individuals. I went home that night pulling the curtains and
waiting for the villagers to storm the castle with torches and
pitchforks in an attempt to do in the monster. While there was
confusion and some people maintained a distance, there were never
any threats of harm.

A week after making the presentation about
my transformation, one of our managers evaluated the office as
operating as if nothing had happened. The apprehension that had
kept me withdrawn for years had no substance after all. Similarly,
when I informed my mother (stepmother), it was no shock. As I
mentioned earlier, the threat that my ex would tell my family what
I was if I tried to contact my daughter had been baseless. She had
told a sister-in-law who in turn informed the whole family at
Christmas party only days after the discovery. I had allowed one of
the most important things in my life to slip out of my grip based
on the threat of a toothless monster. I have committed to never
allow fear to have that much control over my life again.

My transition has not involved any surgical
procedures. While that had been part of the plan for a long time,
it is no longer the focal point. The process of physical
transformation would add little no functionality to my current
lifestyle. I am not sure that even if the opportunity was available
that I would pursue it. My current status as a transitional person
has become easier to maintain due to exposure, education and public
information readily available in pop culture. Transgendered and
tranny are terms understood and used widely. Some countries like
India and Pakistan give legal status to people as a third gender.
My status is consistent with traditional shamanism or what some
tribes call a Two Spirit person. There is at least the possibility
that I will decide that I have learned all I need to from the
experience and then return to a more masculine role.

I am convinced that many friends have spent
more time in therapy over my gender issues and transition than I
have. Our gender identity is the foundation block of how we define
ourselves and the world around us. Many people have some period of
time where they contemplate their sexuality, but gender is like the
third rail of a subway train, people are afraid to touch it. The
first question asked upon the birth of a child is about its gender.
All other information about the person will be built on top of
that. When we question gender, we are shaking things at a bedrock
level. When a person looks closely at her own concepts of gender
identity, she may become uncomfortable with how shaky it really is.
I recently discovered a more literal translation of cogito ergo sum
- I think therefore I am. Literally it says, I shake things up,
therefore I am. Much of my life involves questioning things at
fundamental levels and encouraging those around me to do the same.
Having remade my life from the most basic foundation, concepts like
religion, politics, science, social structure, sexuality and
tradition all become vulnerable to examination and reformation.

In the period leading up to my transition I
began to write a fantasy novel. I titled it: The Last Dragon. In it
a dragon is awakened and subsequently it destroys a boy’s village.
He loses his family and seeks refuge in the woods where he
encounters a medicine woman. Through her potions he is transformed
into a girl because that form will have more success in the next
phase of life. In her new form she will meet and need to befriend
the dragon. Only by working together will they be able to defeat an
invading hoard from across the sea. I left the story where the
dragon and girl met and closed it with the line: this will take
some getting used to. The story has become an oddly real
self-fulfilling prophecy.

Gender identity and sexual orientation are
separate and unrelated personal characteristics. From the outside
many people assume that transsexuals are trying to reconcile
homosexuality by reconfiguring genitals. That may happen in some
cases, but for the most part they are determined apart from each
other. Transgendered people may be straight, gay, lesbian or
bisexual. Terms become confusing when discussing a person of
transient gender. I suppose a transgendered person’s sexual
orientation is determined more by his or her partner’s than it is
by personal preference. When questioned about my own sexual
orientation the standard reply I give is that most of the women I
date think that I am a lesbian.

I had discussions with my publisher about
whether or not my first poetry collection should be categorized as
lesbian. To me it represented the feminine aspects of the Divine,
and the gender of the reader was mutable. Any sexual preference
superimposed on that would remove the reader from the
experience.

Transitions and transformations are
recurring story lines in my personal, spiritual and professional
lives. They are valuable models when we face a company downsizing
or acquisition, starting or ending a relationship, or exploring a
new spiritual path.

Change became the dominant theme in my life.
Within the next few years the company for which I worked went
through numerous reconfigurations: we helped create a marketing
company that represented numerous regional distributors,
participating companies merged into one, that company was merged
into another, that company was acquired by a national firm, that
corporation was bifurcated into two, my portion became part of a
joint venture, and eventually that company ceased operations and
was absorbed by the other joint venture company.

It was more than ten years filled with
uncertainty and insecurity. In that time I went from a minor
management role in one of the smaller companies to a member of the
executive leadership team, more than doubling my income through the
transitions. I attribute most of that success to the ease with
which I handled change and could assist others with the
transformations. It was as if all of the previous experiences of
life were preparation for that task.

I have figured out that the first step to
change is letting go. This can be frightening. One image that plays
through my mind during these transitions is bungee jumping, and
half way down realizing I have not checked to see if the end of the
chord was securely tied. It is a pattern that has repeated itself
many times along my journey. We will look more closely at that in
the chapter about embracing fear. Change and surviving in
uncertainty require our full attention. We may have preconceptions
of where we are going, but considering, worrying, fretting and
obsessing about the past or future may drain energy that is better
applied to our current circumstance. My take on it is that the
winners in life are not the people that want, visualize or dream
things the most, but rather those than can do the most, today. I
think of it as a magnifying glass that gathers light from behind,
ahead, and all around to focus it on one spot, the place where we
stand in a moment called now.

We might learn much from watching an apple
rot. It begins as a blossom. The flower is pollinated and then a
fruit grows with seeds in the center. When it stops growing it
begins to ripen, it softens and becomes sweeter as bacteria do
their job. Eventually the apple falls into decay, the seeds fall to
the ground surrounded by the remainder of the fruit to feed them as
they sprout. Perhaps an animal or person eats the apple. Those
seeds are deposited at a distance from the parent tree. It is an
evolved mechanism for expanding a tree’s territory. Ripe and rotten
are the same, just at different stages.

Another example is the lonely tumbleweed. It
grows and then by design releases its hold on the earth to travel
about leaving a trail of offspring. Movie and TV westerns have made
it an iconic symbol of loneliness as it blows across the chaparral.
It is in fact an invasive species not indigenous to North America.
It is believed to have slipped past our borders mixed with flax
seed from Russia in the 1850’s. It is prolific because it is
willing to release its hold and move.

Advanced dragon riding is most everything in
my life from the point of transition forward.
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Chapter 7 Transformation

With time, tools and skill beauty can be
sculpted from ashes.

 


The next phase of life would take me into
new landscapes of emotion, spirituality, creativity and purpose.
The nineties and most of the next decade would be professionally
the most successful and productive years of my life. Until then a
part of me shunned accomplishment. I would work hard, and in fact
was often called the hardest working person my supervisors had ever
known. I had also been afraid of losing what I had gained in the
event my gender issues were discovered. Throughout my life I had
repeatedly managed to create a crisis and abandon my career path
before someone else could take it away. But because I had made my
transition openly, the threat of discovery was removed. I no longer
had any motivation to keep my professional aspiration in low gear.
I had my water dream one more time. In this version my boat made it
to the opposite shore. I tied it up and took off for adventures on
the other side.

I had been reading personal accounts and
how-to books about shamanism. The day of my gender reveal was also
the day a door opened to experiencing mystic reality in a real and
personal form. Prior to making the announcement at work I visited a
metaphysical store that specialized in Native American products and
shaman style tools. It was also the place that my soon-to-be
teacher often did healing sessions. The place felt like home on a
physical and spiritual level. A week or two after my first visit I
asked one of the women who owned the shop to drum for me as I
attempted my first shamanic journey. I selected a spot along the
bank of the Kern River and we arranged to meet just before
sunset.

The journey forms the foundation of shamanic
practice. It is the time when the shaman will cross from this world
into another. In many traditions this is facilitated by the use of
hallucinogenic medicine plants. However, there are other
traditional tools that can initiate the adventure. The list
includes hyperventilation, sleep deprivation and my method of
choice, drumming. The shaman is a person who walks between worlds,
makes friends with the spirits of animals, plants, rocks and unseen
beings. It is not about wielding power from the other realms, but
rather about forming relationships. As with any friendship, we will
have assistance when needed.

Doing journey work came naturally, if not
easily for me. During my first one I connected with the river
feeling as if it and I were made of the same substance. It told me
about the need to flow. I felt the roots of trees along the bank
reaching into the stream for a drink. I tried to follow the water
into the roots, but they told me, “not this time.” My lesson for
today was that the river does not control what comes in or what
takes from it. I learned that the river’s job is simply to flow.
Much later I learned those images are the fundamentals of Taoism,
an Asian spiritual practice that sprung from Shamanism.

That spot on the bank became sacred ground
to me. I returned to it hundreds of times over a period of years. I
watched it change through different times of day, seasons and
weather. Much of my personal healing would be done in that space. I
learned that relationships take time to form. Through the spectrum
of seasons, weather and other conditions I was able to see the
fullness of the river’s personality. Eventually I was given three
songs as I listened to the various sounds created as the levels and
seasons modified the flow across the rocks. While the words and
structure are simple, the meaning has continued to deepen over
time. I have my own tunes, but part of making them your own is
finding a melody that suits you.

 


River Song

The river runs

The river walks

The river sings

The river talks

Let me live

Let me be

Like the river

Flowing free

 


Wind Song

Wind my friend

Blowing through my hair

Wind my friend

The dance of the air

Wind my friend

Wind my friend

 


Light Song

I am in the light

The light is in me

Let me be as bright

As a light can be

Let me sing in light

Let me dance in light

Let me walk in light

Let me light the night






I also learned what I call the “S-ence”
meditation. I was working on moving my mind into silence. So I
chose to use the word silence as the mantra I repeated. When I
could hold my focus on the word, I reduced it to just the letter S.
As I was able to repeat it without my mind drifting, I allowed the
volume of the sound in my mind to drop to a whisper and eventually
fade into silence.

Power spots or sacred spaces call to us at a
level beneath consciousness. Our bodies are pulled to them like
iron is drawn to a magnet. The contradiction in that is when people
with no spiritual motivation are also attracted to the location. We
will often find the spots littered with beer bottles, food wrappers
and the like. Cleaning the area is a gift that is always rewarded.
I recommend carrying plastic bags for that purpose, but even when I
am unprepared a bag will be among the trash and available for use.
We can make long journeys to visit well known sacred spaces of
history and magic. But to me the most important places are the ones
with which we have extended and repeated encounters. The spaces
become friends and the relationship is built and strengthened over
time. The same is true with guides, power animals, rocks, plants
and any of the other occupants of the mystical and spiritual realm.
We don’t go to them to take power for our own intent or purposes.
Instead, like any other friend, we build a bond and if there is a
need they will come to our aid.

One of the most bizarre dreams of my life
happened during this time. I had fallen asleep on the couch in
early evening. Within the dream one of my guides appeared with an
urgent concern. In the lower decks of a ship -- the ship
represented me -- there was a bomb about to explode and it had to
be removed. Two friends went in, got it and then carried it off
into the sky. It exploded, I heard a voice from one of the friends
telling me not to worry and that they would see me on the other
side. I woke at about nine pm. It would have been only an intense
and symbolic dream, except that on the local news the next morning
everyone was excited about an unidentified flash of blue light
streaking across the sky at about nine pm the previous night.

Through the local Native American supply
shop I connected with the woman who taught classes in shamanism and
began my training. One of the principles in saddling dragons comes
from the first class. It revolves around the idea that we are
powerful beings. Within the shaman’s worldview the power center in
our body is in the second chakra, an area above our tail bone and
beneath our navel. Taking our power requires us to break the taboos
about everything below the belt being evil, dirty or nasty. I’ll
talk about that in the workshop material in the second part of the
book. The class also dealt with the process of shamanic journeying,
the geography of the shaman’s world, connecting with a power
animal, an overview of the shaman’s lifestyle and a thing called
soul retrieval. What I had not anticipated was that for the first
few years the process would be about my own personal healing and
the discovery that even today this is a continuing process. In
essence it involves dealing with our own shit before we try to mess
with anyone else’s.

As I opened up the world blossomed around
me. Many people, perhaps even most, classify magic as
entertainment, or maybe in the category occupied by the Tooth
Fairy, Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. These are things which are
easy to dismiss as juvenile, ignorant or fantasy. But as I have
previously mentioned, the shaman lives in a universe of controlled
insanity. Reality is a structure we overlay on stimulation from our
environment. We collect raw data and assemble it in accordance with
the instructions laid out by our expectations, socially accepted
and agreed upon patterns. Information that fits is simply clicked
into the appropriate slot. What doesn’t fit is either modified
until it does or it is rejected. In the end, all of our
consciousness will fit within the predefined paradigm. If we remove
restrictions everything we perceive has endless possibilities.

At the end of the first series of classes I
was held back and not advanced to the next level. I needed to start
again from the first class. At some point in the second series, I
had a private session with my teacher and was told she had nothing
more to teach me. Yet I persisted and was allowed to continue.
Several years later as we were nearing the end of the experience my
teacher gifted me with a Phoenix necklace. As she presented it in
the class she commented, “Chrystine, I have watched you rise from
the ashes and soar.” I consider that to be my diploma.

To facilitate the shaman journey experience
I purchased my first modern day drum. I then bought another,
another and kept acquiring them, which is a continuing process. I
had to buy a van to carry them all. The first session I facilitated
was called Not-A-Workshop. The experience was built around
drumming, but mostly involved discovering how to be present. It was
set up to have no goal, and was not intended to be repeated. When
we decided to do another version it was called
Not-Another-Not-A-Workshop.

A shaman rides, not drives, the drum. That
has been true for me in spiritual, metaphorical and literal terms.
My drumming and music are a wonderful opportunity to explore life.
They also taught me that the line between passion and obsession can
get blurry. Each instrument has a voice and personality. Playing
them is like gathering a group of friends together for a casual
chat and ending up with a deep intellectual discussion. Music has
introduced me to famous and infamous characters. I have drummed on
mountains, in caves, beaches, beside rivers and within densely lush
forests. The drum has taken me into groups from all of the world’s
great religions, to boardrooms, civic centers and homes. I have
drummed for singers, dancers, speakers and spiritual seekers.
Drumming connects to the earth while creating a strand we may
follow into eternity. The modern drumming and drum circle movement
has become part of the establishment in health, special needs care,
education and corporate team building. While I have done many of
these things, my drumming is still primarily spiritual. One of my
favorite ways to use drumming is to create a space for spiritual
and energy healers to work in the middle of the circle. I see it as
a type of metaphysical clean room established by the rhythm.

Shortly after making my gender transition I
became involved with the GLBT (Gay/Lesbian/Bi-Sexual/Transgendered)
community in Bakersfield. Much of the activity was centered in a
small gay bar. Unlike the media images of what gay bars are, this
was a neighborhood watering hole. While people often go to clubs to
be someone else for a while, people came to this one to be
themselves. The place had one pool table, a jukebox and a nicely
landscaped patio. Since winning my first game of pool when I was in
junior high school, banging the balls around a table has been a
favorite pastime. I have never been a great player, but at times
have been very good. Apparently because I was not hanging at the
bar for a hook up, I overheard myself being described as that
straight lady that likes to play pool. Control of the table went to
the winner who in turn would have to take on the next challenger. I
often held the table for hours. On a dull night I might sit at the
bar and stare at the mirror until I could make my image disappear.
I would provide tarot card readings at Halloween and other special
events. I also performed my standup routine there, at other clubs
and fundraisers around town.

Many of my early adult mystical experiences
were connected to or took place in the bar. I was in some sort of a
funk the night that John (not his real name) walked in. My
self-talk consisted of how I could not find anyone who enjoyed the
same things that I did. The list at that moment included dancing,
playing pool and going for breakfast after a night out. John was a
young man and not a romantic interest on any level. He looked
around the room, came to my table and sat down. We played some pool
and then danced, and then discussed going for coffee. Nothing was
too odd about that until we talked. As we sat at the table and
talked he mentioned that he had committed suicide -- not attempted
but committed -- the night before with a drug overdose. Things got
a bit stranger when I asked him for details about his recovery.
Rather than tell me that they revived him, all he said was, “I
certainly won’t do it again.”

Most people would rationalize the experience
away, but I was learning that the mystic needs to refrain from
immediately sculpting events to fit standard social expectations.
Our minds are well rehearsed at either making things conform or
rejecting them. If we insist on making everything reshape within
the world as we know it, our existence will never be anything other
than what it is. My image of shamanism requires me to look at
things and try to perceive what they are without the overlay of
predetermined definitions and structures. At that moment in a small
gay bar, I was conversing with a recently deceased soul. The
shaman’s task is to accept that type of unreal and even insane idea
without losing a grip on what we call the real world. It is an
uneasy and even frightening place to be. As I will talk about when
we get into the workshop portion of the book, becoming comfortable
with being uneasy, and getting friendly with our fears may be the
key to unlocking our potential. It certainly was for me.

A friend and I were visiting a commercial
cave in central California. As part of the tour our group was taken
to the far end of the cave and seated. Then the lights were turned
out. Complete darkness is rare in modern life. I thought it was a
good opportunity to attempt working with light energy. I put my
hands up in front of me and visualized a ball of blue light. At
that moment the ranger instructed whoever had the blue light to
please turn it off because it was spoiling the effect for the other
members of the group. I smiled and put my hands down.

In much the same way my personal life had
been remade. The industry in which I worked was thrown into chaos.
As mentioned earlier, I was employed at a small wholesaler that
distributed magazines and books. We were a pivotal player in the
supply chain between publishers and local retailers. In the late
90s companies at both ends of the process increased their demands,
which drained profitability from the middle. Some operations exited
the business while others joined into groups. The changes led to a
series of startups, mergers and eventual big fish swallowing
smaller fish acquisitions. In less than two years an industry of
more than three hundred independent operations was reduced to less
than ten significant players. Within a short period of time former
adversaries were coworkers. My personal journey resulted in
creating an attitude that made me more comfortable with change than
many other people within that system.

Thanks in part to having a wonderfully
supportive mentor, the next ten years of my life were
professionally and financially rewarding. I amassed and then
managed to pay off a sizeable amount of consumer debt. I moved from
Bakersfield to create a customer service department in Southern
California that eventually serviced the western United States and
was the template for a national program.

The wholesale model had been a push rather
than pull business. The owner of my company had said, “The best
thing we ever did was go from delivering twice a week to once. That
way we only piss them off once a week.” Customer service was very
low on the list of priorities. My challenge was both trying to
satisfy the customers’ needs and remake a culture in a manner where
customer service mattered. I called the department Customer
Assistance. Part of my strategy was to convince the group that
customer service was part of everyone’s job description. My
department was there only to assist in that process.

I was the only person to have a personal
profile written up in our corporate magazine. I also received every
performance award the company offered. Within our regional
structure and frequently also for national projects my department
and I became the go to point for diverse things including marketing
materials, graphics, presentations, market research surveys, MIS
and data analysis. It was a job custom built around my unique set
of skills. As the company and industry continued their
metamorphosis I eventually moved from a regional position to being,
as previously noted, part of the executive team as the Corporate
Director of Communications.

I moved back to Southern California in the
late nineties. My passion for drumming and collecting instruments
continued to grow. I took a few formal drum playing lessons,
playing with learning from as many different groups as possible.
The music provided a path into a diverse array of cultures and
spirituality. I also maintained my studies in shamanism, and was
able to do practices in Ifa, Wicca, Sufism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and
Spiritualism. I occasionally worked psychic fairs as a reader and
did spiritual healing. It was not uncommon for portions of my life
to overlap. I would eventually put on a half dozen drum circles for
my employer.

I learned that not everyone is supportive of
what they don’t understand. One day a coworker came into my office
complaining of lower back pain. I offered to do my “thing.” I had
her lean forward placing her hands on my desk. While not touching
her, I ran my hand up and down along her spine to move spiritual
energy. As I finished and returned to my chair, she stood up
straight with a smile of obvious relief. She moved and twisted
slightly to confirm that the pain was gone. She exclaimed her
surprise with a “Wow!” and a “Thank you.” Then as suddenly as she
had discovered the joy, her face took on the twisted look of fear.
Her response was, “Now you are really scaring me. I don’t want to
be around you,” she told me and retreated to her office. I
sometimes forget that other people are not as comfortable with
having the foundations of reality shaken.

Along that same time I became involved with
a small Spiritualist congregation. Spiritualism is a religious
practice based on Mediumship, also known as talking to dead people
and other spirits. It embraces many principles of other New Age
practices. It was an easy fit for me. The church became the
foundation and launching point for my unique form of drum circles.
Rather than just making nice music or having fun, these circles
were designed as vehicles to take participants on a transcendent
experience of ecstasy. They often included a shaman style healing
session as the conclusion. The First Friday Drum Circle event grew
in participation and reputation. It continued in another venue even
after I left the church. It ran monthly for more than four years.
It was common to have a few participants that traveled more than a
hundred miles to be part of the event. It was a pillar in
establishing my credibility within the drumming community and as a
spiritual teacher.

I have had a variety of students over the
years in areas including drumming, the connections between
spirituality and sensuality, shamanism, public speaking and even
computer office applications. I have initiated only a few of those
endeavors. More often than not it begins with one or more people
coming to me and asking that I teach them what I do.

I have not been comfortable with the title
of teacher, or most any other label people place on me. To me the
teacher and student relationship implies a hierarchy of one
superior requiring a person of lesser status to learn what the
superior knows. That has never worked for me as a student, and
definitely does not function with me as the teacher. The world is
not better if we all know the same things. My opinion is that
strength is found in diversity. As I see it each person holds a
piece or pieces of truth, wisdom and/or knowledge. We learn more
from allowing an individual essence to emerge.

My greatest teachers have been the men and
women that opened doors for my personal exploration. They
encouraged and supported me, and helped when I fell or redirected
me back onto the path when I got lost. Wisdom keepers understand
the probability of anything known today eventually being modified
or proven wrong. Genuine masters in any field of endeavor embrace
skepticism and being challenged. It is only the insecure who insist
on compliance without resistance. Her foundations are so thin and
brittle that any threat may bring down the home of false security.
Even terms like advanced student suggest to me that one truth is
more important than another. Other folks can use whatever title
they like. From my own perspective, I may only be left with calling
myself a person of interest in numerous outlaw style misdemeanors
of learning.

Some of my most important teachers have been
lovers. While not one of the longest, certainly one of the most
influential relationships happened during the part of my post
transition life. I met a woman and was sucked in like a sailor
fallen overboard and drowned in a deep ocean vortex. If I graphed
the experience it would look like a sound wave with the amplitude
modulating to peaks of rapture and then deeply shadowed crevices of
hurt and loneliness. Each wave became louder than the last and then
climaxed in a crescendo followed by abrupt silence. The most
important thing to come from it was my opening at emotional depths
I had not previously explored. Mystics often use poetry as their
medium of choice. The words are shadow puppets showing us actions
which cannot be directly observed. Many ancient writings took on
new meaning for me as if a veil had been removed.

I have written poetry most of my life but
shared it only with my closest friends and confidantes. In the
midst of this type of romance the words flowed easily. They seemed
to bubble up from a wellspring at my core. The relationship ended,
but I could not stop the flow. I shared the new crop of verse
through my e-mail list. I expected most people to request I stop,
but with only one exception, they asked for more. That led to doing
poetry on stage, hosting poetry readings, auditioning for America’s
Got Talent, publishing two collections of poetry, and traveling
coast to coast doing poetry and leading workshops based on one of
my poems. My particular hook has been doing poetry with
percussion.

That relationship also redefined love.
Mystic poems took on deeper and broader meaning. Falling in love
was no longer a metaphor of lust and commitment, but rather the
fundamental element of creation. Being embraced by the Divine meant
being consumed in passion. There was no doctrine or dogma to take
me there. This was something found only by experiencing it.

In the five years since then I have
continued to grow older, wider and wiser. I have abandoned any
search I might have made for truth. Mostly I am trying to see the
entire known universe as containing the secrets. I am convinced
that no one mind will ever know it all. I feel that being is more
important than believing and that doing is more important than
knowing. I define myself as artistic and creative using poetry,
music and visual art as vehicles of expression. I am learning about
a ripple effect and how one small thing can set of a series of
waves resonating around the world and beyond. I appreciate even the
smallest kindness sent my way and see it as a generous gift rather
than something I earned or deserved. I know that every person has
the capacity to love, encourage and enrich my life while at the
same time carrying the capacity to disappoint, discourage and
demoralize. I don’t asses any of those characteristic as part of
his value.

One concept my life and spirituality have
pivoted around is transformation. In shamanism practice a
particular ceremony is done that is called dismemberment. It takes
place within a shaman’s journey. The specifics vary, but the
concept is that the initiate is disassembled, the pieces are
destroyed in fire, and a new being is formed from the ashes. The
practice is ancient. Think of a Phoenix. Most religious and mystic
traditions have some form of the practice. As an example, in
Christianity baptism is not a washing away of sin, but rather it
represents life, death, and rebirth. With that transition the
universe changes because we see it from a different position.

I see two types of spirituality. One is
designed to make followers feel safe. It is about building walls
and gathering within them for security. Any changes that are made
are intended to make the devotee fit better within the structure.
Most religions use this format and cults take it to an extreme. The
word sacred means set apart. Followers are convinced they are safer
inside than being in the world at large. Many people are perfectly
content with these arrangements because they make them feel
comfortable and happy. But that reminds me of my grandmother’s
commercial farming buildings crowded with thousands of chickens.
Did I mention those buildings had a very offensive odor?

In my experience the alternative is, as I
have previously mentioned, free range spirituality. It is
structured on exploration and experience. Most people leave a
religious institution and join or create a similar group. The
shaman or mystic may begin within a traditional structure, may even
remain an extreme devotee, but by choice or destiny will
spiritually venture out to new worlds and realities. The patterns
are archetypal. They can be paralleled in business and education. I
found that my transformation work placed me in a position to apply
the concepts to economic and corporate change. A caterpillar can
contently chew on a leaf with no vision of what it might become.
How sad would it be if it decided that was enough?

In the mid 1990s I had been completely taken
by an experience of Sufi Dancing and devotional singing in the San
Diego area. Most of the circles and events I have led are directly
connected to, and an attempt to tap into that same source. The
dancing is the modern form of a spiritual practice that emerged in
the San Francisco Bay area during the 1960’s. It traces back to
Samuel L. Lewis, also known as Sufi Sam. It stems from the same
origins and founder as the Dances of Universal Peace. The practices
share common elements but have evolved through different lineages
and governance. I have had delightful, moving and insightful
experiences with both. I describe the outcome as being similar to
what would result from blending Transcendental Meditation with
square dancing. The strands of those experiences have been woven
through the totality of my existence. Doing the practices shifts
spirituality from a collection of concepts or belief to something
found in and transmitted by a glance, touch or motion. Love, peace,
joy, compassion, enlightenment and many other high minded concepts
become something we do rather than think.

I discovered Tantric Yoga through a local
Sufi Dance leader. He conducted a number of Puja that I attended, a
sacred group event of spiritual and physical intimacy. Among those
that have not experienced Tantra it lingers in the shadows along
with ideas of orgies and swingers. The reality of it is very
different. There are aspects and levels of the practice that
involve sexual activity. Those are, however, not required and
focusing on them may take the participant away from the actual
purpose. It is about Kundalini, awakening and moving the energy at
the base of the spine and allowing it to rise throughout our
physical and spiritual body. Yes it is charged with sensual energy,
but that is only one component. We can do Tantra with our clothes
on and no genital contact. A tantric practice may involve extended
time gazing into another person’s eyes or exploring all the
sensations of touching hands. Please note that it is always
referred to as something we do, not think or believe. Trading
think/believe for do/be is the core concept of dragon riding. If
the idea of sexy spirituality makes you uneasy, read on. In the
next part of the book we will look at how that response has been
programmed in as a control to keep us away from personal power.

Getting comfortable with our bodies and all
of the energies and potentials are critical in performing at
maximum capacity. I have for years given a lecture called Sex and
the Shaman. It looks at the varied ways cultures and religious
institutions have incorporated sexual energy and images. The
material covers a long scale with Shakers practicing abstinence to
focus sexual energy into their craftsmanship on one end. It
continues through celibate clergy, historical mystic experiences of
making love with God, sexual metaphors that permeate all of the
world’s major religions, spiritual sexual practices for one, two or
groups, and then on to finding pleasure partners on the astral
plane. I am not an expert on the subject. I took it on simply
because the evidence is obvious, but few people were discussing
it.
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