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the urpicheeyas,
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Foreword

When I first met Deborah, now over ten years
ago, she was beginning her training as a Jungian analyst. As one of
her training analysts, I remember her being very inquisitive and
full of questions. She had a deep passion for learning that she
frequently struggled to contain in classroom settings.

I watched Deborah traverse between the
worlds of shamanism and Jungian analysis, grappling with finding
ways of weaving her personal experience into a cohesive tapestry,
integrating all three. As the years passed, when Deborah and I
would encounter each other in the halls at analytic conferences, we
often had brief conversations about shamanism. As time progressed,
it became clear that we shared a great love and respect for
shamanic traditions, and this common ground developed into a bond
that exists between us.

Lessons from the Inca Shamans: Piercing
the Veil is a fascinating, first-hand account of Deborah
Bryon’s personal journey down the path of shamanism, into the realm
of nonordinary reality. Deborah describes in detail her own
dismemberment experience into nonordinary reality and the reentry
process involved in her return. As is the case with any sacred,
spiritual practice, shamanism requires commitment as a way of
living, a way of being in the world, and way of being in
relationship with nature, ourselves, and others.

It is a serious, ethical practice that
demands integrity and continual self-examination. Following a
shamanic path is not a fun and interesting hobby. Shamanism
involves facing both the light and the dark aspects of reality.
Similar to Jungian analysis, whatever is hidden in our psyches that
we do not want to look at is usually the first to emerge when we
enter the world of the unconscious. Jungian analysts talk about
this as working with the shadow, while shamans call this a
dismemberment process that takes place before an initiatory rite of
passage.

Many previous books on the topic have
presented the “love and light” version and have omitted the shadow
side of the story. Deborah’s careful, well-written narrative of her
initiatory process into shamanism is honest and courageous. In
staying as close to the actual experience as possible she offers an
uncensored account of both the pain and the ecstasy of the
experience. This book bridges the gap between modern civilization
and the natural world and provides a way of supporting the wisdom
in ancient teaching.

— Linda Leonard, Jungian analyst

Author of The Wounded Woman

and On the Way to the Wedding

 



 Introduction

It is a process of adaptation, of merging two
diametrical conversations. When one can produce the dialogue it
becomes the doorway.

— Dona Alahandrina, altomesayoq, conversation
2011

In our last meeting together during my most
recent visit to Peru, the Q’ero shaman Don Sebastian said to those
of us who had received Mosoq Karpay and Hatun Karpay
initiation rites,[1] “We have been chosen by the mountain spirit
for a path of service and must take the ancestral knowledge we have
been given back to our communities.”

Andean shamans, such as Don Sebastian, have
had the prophetic vision that time on our planet is speeding up and
that great change in the nature of our world is beginning to occur.
Although we are on the verge of planetary destruction, we are also
living at a time of great opportunity for change, which is brought
about by existing in a point in history when things are shifting
rapidly and are in a state of flux. For this reason, Andean shamans
are, for the first time, passing down their lineage to Westerners
such as myself. They are giving us the wisdom of their ancestors’
teachings. The shamans believe that the next group of medicine
people will come from the West.

The old sacred lineages are dying. The
Andean shamans believe that the next generation of shamans must be
able to bridge both the shamanic realm and the modern world. There
once were twelve sacred lineages of Inca shamans living in the
Andes Mountains. Today only four lineages remain. The four
ancestral lineages in existence are from the regions of Surimana,
Vilcabamba, Lake Titicaca, and the Q’ero nation. The teachings that
I have received are a combination of the cosmology of these four.
The altomesayoqs that I worked with, who are the most
powerful group of Andes medicine people working directly with the
Apu mountain spirits, are from Vilcabamba, and their
mesas (medicine bundle of sacred stones) belong to the
Vilcabamba lineage. Most of the pampamesayoqs (shamans who
are healers and stewards of the land) that I encountered are from
the Q’ero nation and Lake Titicaca.

Because the Q’ero shamans have performed the
majority of the sacred shamanic initiation rites I have been given,
I will reference them as the source of the body of knowledge. In
actuality, the teaching that I have received is a hybrid from all
four lineages.

I am grateful that I have been fortunate to
be a recipient of the Q’ero teachings. I have been blessed to work
with the Q’ero shamans who have imparted their knowledge to me and
other Western mesa carriers. This knowledge has come through
the transmission of the Hatun Karpay and Mosoq Karpay
initiation rites. In exchange, those of us given these sacred rites
have promised to bring this information to others in the West, to
help heal our communities, the planet, and ourselves. By receiving
sacred rites of passage from the medicine people, which were
downloaded into us by the great mountain spirits, we agreed to take
the awareness we received to our Western cultures for healing.

I am writing to fulfill Don Sebastian’s
words by trying to create a bridge between the experience of
shamanism and Western culture. My hope is that imparting the
knowledge I have received will contribute to keeping the native
tradition alive. Ultimately, my motivation for writing comes from
the commitment I made to all of the Q’ero shamans who generously
shared their knowledge and to the spirits I met on those mountains.
They have welcomed me into their lineage, and the lineage of their
sacred mountains. In exchange, I promised I would take what I have
learned back to my community in the West.

While writing the introduction I came across
an entry that I made in my journals in July 2007 after a
conversation I had with the altomesayoq, Adolpho, during my
first visit to Peru. Adolpho said to me, “You will be writing a
book about the spirit world that must combine the theory you are
learning with practice. The love of the mountain will be felt, and
that love will make the information sacred.” He saw, years before I
did, what would happen.
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The spiritual wisdom of the past is rapidly
becoming lost in our quickly changing culture. In the following
pages, I will stay true to my own voice and as close as possible to
my own experience. Because I am a member of Western culture with an
academic background, a part of me, even now, feels the need to
substantiate what I am writing by quoting other well-published
sources. Yet in an attempt to maintain the integrity of my work, I
focus primarily on what I have learned based upon what I have
actually felt and seen, on my own and through my experience with
the shamans. For the most part, references are included as
footnotes, and are not incorporated into the body of the
writing.

Some of what I write may sound like magical
thinking or appear as metaphor. However, it is the best I can do in
translating experiences of the Belly and the Heart that cannot be
contained by any written language devised by the Mind. I will
describe what has happened in the course of my apprenticeship as
best I can from my current understanding of the experience. I say
current understanding because I have observed that my perception of
what has taken place seems to change as my frame of reference
deepens in shamanic work.

I recently came across the book, Dark
Night, Early Dawn: Steps to a Deep Ecology of Mind, written by
Christopher Bache. In the introduction of the book, Bache states
that he believes it is necessary to speak and write from personal
experience in order to anchor events occurring in nonordinary
reality and create a framework that the reader will be able to
relate to and understand. Through my own process of writing, I have
come to a similar conclusion. When I began this writing project in
2008, I was afraid that much of what I had to say might seem too
fantastic and that I would be perceived as being too out there by
colleagues and members of the analytic community. Months — and
several initiations later — the veil between my perception of
ordinary and nonordinary reality has continued to grow thinner — to
the point of becoming transparent at times.

The following pages are my autobiographical
story, arranged chronologically with a few shifts in time
sequencing as needed. Because my understanding of what has occurred
has evolved with time, I will attempt to differentiate what was
then and what is now. My words are a work in progress, and my
experience is an evolving process. My intention is to stay as true
as possible to the wisdom of the teachings I have received from the
dear shamans with whom I have studied— although I recognize that
taking in and writing down words that are being translated from the
Quechua language in an altered state does leave some room for
error. I expect that my story will continue to change and grow as
it has in the past, as my vision increases and my experience
deepens.



I want to express my gratitude toward the
kind and loving shamans who have helped me learn to open up my
heart and see. They have patiently held my hand as I trip down
mountains, attempting to regain my balance. They have walked next
to me at a steady pace — much slower than their usual speed — as I
huff and puff my way up the mountain in my pilgrimage to the
Apus, the great collective mountain spirits. The way of the
Q’ero shamans is a way of the Heart. I hope that I can do justice
to the clarity, wisdom, and feeling behind their words.


 Pacha 1. The
Beginning

A pacha is an
allocation of time and space. That’s the pacha in which events, themes, directions,
everything has a momentum, is going someplace. Anything that has
not been, that has not come into ayni, or has not been fulfilled will always be
trying to find a pacha to fulfill
itself.

— Don Alarijo, pampamesayoq, conversation
2010

In recent years, people have asked me how I
started down the path toward becoming a shaman. This seemingly
simple question has proven challenging to answer. Sometimes
remembering the exact moment a decision is made, changing the
direction of our life, changing who we are, is difficult to
pinpoint. This is because we do not recognize that we have reached
this point in our life until much later.

Often we are not conscious of the
significance of a choice we are making until years have passed and
we look back with new eyes on major life events we have
experienced, as I am doing now. Yet, even though I was unaware at
the time, sorting through these memories I am able track some
decisive moments that inevitably led to the sequence of events that
permanently changed the course of my life forever.

The Q’ero shamans in Peru, who are the
descendents of the Incas, call these types of intersections between
space and time pachas. A pacha is an Inca map of
consciousness that refers to the structure that contains the
kausay, or life force in every person’s life. There are
significant events occurring at specific times and places that help
shape personal fate and destiny. These pivotal points on one’s life
journey are considered to possess greater amounts of
kausay.

When my first journeys into shamanic
experience began, I had no idea what a pacha was or that
meaningful junctures between time and space even existed. Even so,
there were two moments or pachas that I can now identify
where I made the choice to learn from the Q’ero shamans.


 1. The Innocuous
Envelope

So, you have to walk in the world like a big
p’aqo, a hatun
p’aqo. So it’s not that you are going to walk in the
world with a big banner on your foreheads. “Soosi koo yowun” in Quechua is a metaphor. It means
it’s not that you have a title. Soosi koo
yowun is not something that you traditionally wear as an
outfit. It’s a way of being.

 — Don Andre, pampamesayoq, conversation
2011

The first pacha occurred when I
opened and read the contents of an innocuous envelope that arrived
in the mail early in the afternoon on a warm summer day in July
2005. I was sitting alone in my psychotherapy office, between
seeing clients, casually sorting through the mail I had just
retrieved from the mailbox. Relaxing in my comfortable armchair and
enjoying the rays of the sun streaming through the window, I had
fallen into the contemplative practice of sorting mail. I had
dropped into a easy rhythm of quickly glancing at the return
addresses and logos printed on the articles of mail, keeping the
few pieces I recognized and tossing the majority that I had
determined was “junk” mail into the trashcan nearby.

Then, I came across a thick, white envelope
with a handwritten address and no return label. My curiosity was
sparked. It was intriguing that the material had no commercial
letterhead. Not knowing whom it was from, I decided to open it
instead of pitching it into the trash along with most of the other
mail that had appeared less interesting.

I opened the envelope and discovered that
inside was a simple handwritten invitation to attend a weekend
retreat to learn about Peruvian shamanism. The invitation included
a short description of shamanism and the “three worlds.” I was
immediately drawn to the spirit that I sensed lay behind the words
that were written on the page, and appreciated that there was no
advertising or company logo at the top. The workshop was being held
in a couple of weeks in a location reasonably close to our
home.

I have always loved to travel. At the time
this letter arrived, I had never been to Peru, although it was on
my list of places to visit before I die. I had been to India,
Nepal, and Tibet in recent years and in the back of my mind had
considered that at some point in life, I would like to visit South
America. The notice stated that there was an opportunity to travel
to Peru to work with Q’ero shamans after receiving necessary
preliminary training.

Although I did not consciously admit it to
myself at the time, a deeper part of me knew I was going as soon as
I opened the envelope and read the contents. Unknown to my
conscious mind, another part of my psyche was making a decision
that would permanently change my life and alter the way I perceive
the world.

That evening, after returning home from my
office, I casually mentioned the letter to my husband. A couple of
days went by. Then, about a week later, after giving the material a
chance to seep into my conscious psyche, I announced to my husband
that I would like to attend the weekend workshop on Peruvian
shamanism — and asked him to come with me. Consistent with his
open-minded nature, he agreed to accompany me. Enthusiastically I
signed us both up for an upcoming weekend workshop. This encounter
was the first pacha, my opening introduction into Peruvian
shamanism.


 2. Before the
Beginning

The earth opened up, I went through it and came out
in a place in the open air with green grass and blue sky.

— Deborah Bryon, dream 1986

Before moving any further with my story, let
me provide some background about the state of our lives when our
introduction into shamanism began. In the fall of 2005, I had
recently completed a doctorate in counseling psychology and was
expanding my private practice. I had been accepted into the
Inter-Regional Society of Jungian Analysts to begin training to
become a Jungian analyst. Ironically, when looking back, I realized
I began Jungian analytic training two weeks before attending the
first workshop on Peruvian shamanism.

At the time this was taking place, my
husband and I were happily married and building our home together.
Perry is an amazing builder. At the time the letter arrived, he was
in the midst of the creative design process of constructing our
dream home. I was basking in the afterglow of passing my state
boards and becoming a licensed psychologist. Both my sons were
settled and seemed to be doing well, and I was enjoying tending to
my garden and painting in all my newly acquired spare time.
Analytic training was not overly taxing at this point, and life was
good.

At the time, part of me was aware of my
yearning to connect with something deeper (a shaman might refer to
this as wanting connections with the spirit world). Yet, I felt
somewhat ambivalent about what I actually considered real. I
believed in nonordinary reality, in principle, having had mystical
experiences most of my life. However, for the last couple of years,
I had been immersed in a PhD program at University of Denver (DU)
in counseling psychology. DU is a conservative graduate school and
Jungian Depth Psychology — or even transpersonal psychology — is
not part of the standard curriculum. Focusing on nonordinary
reality while interning in a psychiatric hospital to learn to
diagnose and evaluate adults with psychosis would have been too
incongruent for me to hold psychologically. As a result, my
encounters with the other realm were shelved during my years of
graduate training. My nonordinary part was aware that my mentors
for my ordinary reality training might have considered these kinds
of encounters delusional.

Fortunately for me, Perry had always been
respectful of my outside interests. Throughout our fifteen-year
relationship and marriage, my good-natured husband had supported my
decisions to become a psychologist and to apply for analytic
training — as well as pretty much anything else I wanted to do
along the lines of career development and self-discovery. At the
time, Perry probably would have said that he had never given much
thought to his own spiritual beliefs — except perhaps to be a
“good” person and to be respectful of nature. This was a time
before all of his memories came back.

During this time, I remember having a number
of dreams about Perry leaving me. I often woke up feeling afraid
and abandoned. I was confused as to why I kept having the dreams.
My Jungian analyst at the time had asked me if Perry’s leaving was
an actual fear of mine. I told her “no.” At the time, relying on
Jungian dream interpretation, I thought my dreams symbolically
represented a fear of being deserted by an inner animus, a
masculine figure but not necessarily Perry. I did not think that
the dream was actually linked to anything going on in the “real”
world. I tried not to give the dreams too much thought, and
continued enjoying life.

At this point in my life, I had very little
awareness of shamanism. Unlike many other people I have heard
about, it was not something I had “always been drawn to.” Frankly,
I had thought Westerners who followed the teachings of indigenous
people rather than that of their own culture seemed a bit
contrived. To me it seemed hokey and out of context — like the Hare
Krishna converts I had observed hanging around the Los Angeles
airport during the 1970s passing out flyers and pamphlets.

Two decades earlier, in 1983, my first
direct introduction to metaphysics and nonordinary reality was with
a group called the Tibetan Foundation. This was during a period in
my life when I was caught up with my identity as a vice president
in a brokerage firm. At the time, although I resisted admitting it
to myself, I hated my career as a stockbroker but was afraid to
give up the social status and financial security of a position that
I had worked so hard to achieve.

Toward the later years of my career as a
stockbroker, I dealt with my ambivalence by psychologically
splitting between metaphysics and my day job. I managed bond
portfolios during the week, while during my free time I began
working with someone who used hypnosis techniques to facilitate
remembering past lives. Over time, I became acquainted with energy
work, which eventually led to my teaching experiential weekend
workshops on channeling and etheric healing.

Although I was not consciously interested in
shamanism during the period of my life when I was a stockbroker and
teaching at the Tibetan Foundation, somehow shamanism still managed
to seep into my awareness during dreamtime. I had a dream with
imagery that was so vivid it remains with me today.

A male Hopi elder was writing symbols in the earth
with a stick. The earth opened up, I went through it and came out
in a place in the open air with green grass and blue sky. The
atmosphere had an electric quality, with intense colors. I saw a
male Kachina figure that appeared to be about eight feet tall. He
told me that we must begin to attend to the earth or there would be
serious consequences.

When I had the dream, environmental concerns
were not at the forefront of my awareness. Perhaps the dream was
compensatory — showing me the other side of the equation, different
from my experience in the world of the stockbroker. Years later,
working with the dream in my Jungian analysis, I understood the
Kachina figure to be a symbol for the Self, telling me it was time
to attend to the neglected feminine aspect of my own psyche, which
was represented in the dream by Mother Earth. Jung (1989) stated
that the psyche of modern man has lost the archetypal connection to
primordial images or the numinous connection to the “Great Mother”
and “Father Sky,” and that this enormous loss is often compensated
for in dream symbology. As I reflect upon the dream today, I am
more aware of the imbalance that exists in the collective psyche of
our culture.

Looking back, I realize the dream about the
Hopi shaman was also my psyche’s attempt to balance the split
between my professional career and my longing for spiritual
connection. Although on some level, I was aware that the energetic
experience was real — I could feel it in my body — I was never able
to come to terms with what it really meant. At the time, I did not
feel particularly drawn to caring for the land, and definitely was
not wowed by mystical Kachina figures. I had seen too many Kachina
figures and dream catchers in tacky gift shops. Overall, the
metaphysical culture had begun to seem too flakey and theatrical to
me.

I was hesitant to risk my career
persona by outing my weekend activities to my colleagues
from the financial markets. I had begun to feel split between the
two worlds and eventually the incongruence between them became too
difficult for me to maintain. A week before my second son was born
I was finally able to shift out of my role of bank vice-president.
I became a mother for the second time and my life changed. This
marked my exit out of the career I had grown to hate but had
previously been unable to leave.

My persona out in the world was beginning to
change. In the 1980s, I designed, developed, and sold a resort wear
business. While in the resort wear business, I met and married my
husband Perry, who at the time was a friendly competitor. After
Perry and I eventually merged our companies, we sold the business.
Perry applied his creative talent toward designing a hugely
profitable T-shirt program for the Walt Disney Corporation and
spent his free time designing and building our home. During the
next decade, as my children were growing and in school, I pursued
training as an artist. This was something I had always wanted to do
and I finally gave myself permission to do it.

After completing an art degree in drawing, I
decided to return to graduate school to complete a doctorate
program in counseling psychology. At about the same time, I began
Jungian analysis and continued to grapple with my spirituality and
life’s purpose. Metaphysics had seemed too ungrounded and out there
for me, and yet I was again feeling a longing to reconnect with my
spirituality as a greater focus in my life. I was looking for a way
to combine my interest in the psyche with something in the day
world.


 3. First Shamanic
Experience

You must speak the language of the land. The
mountains are seeing us, hearing us, and have been healing us for
many years.

— Don Sebastian, pampamesayoq, conversation
2010

My study of Peruvian shamanism began on
October 6, 2005, the date of my first journal entry. It was the
first day of the introductory workshop. On a warm fall weekend, my
husband Perry and I drove to a small retreat center in Evergreen,
Colorado, located about 45 minutes from our home in Denver. A
neatly groomed, stocky Peruvian man with intense dark brown eyes
and a pleasant smile politely greeted us at the door. He introduced
himself as Jose Luis Herrera and cordially invited us in. In a
slightly formal and reserved manner, he respectfully shook my hand
when we met that first day. Since then, I have come to appreciate
Jose Luis’s wonderful bear hugs, his standard greeting for anyone
who knows him reasonably well.

Minutes later, after walking into the room,
Perry and I found ourselves sitting on a comfortable couch, facing
a window with a view of trees and mountains. The door was open,
with a light breeze occasionally blowing through the room. The
smell of fall and pine needles was in the air. There were six or
seven other people, who apparently also had an interest in
shamanism, already seated and waiting for the class to begin. A
couple of them were talking about their professions and personal
goals they were working on. They seemed pleasant and willing to
engage in easy conversation. After the weekend, Perry and I never
saw any of them again.

As we waited for the class to begin, I
curiously glanced at Jose Luis out of the corner of my eye,
attempting to study him inconspicuously. Although over the years I
have come to know Jose Luis as a “trickster” with an infectious
sense of humor, on the day I met him he seemed serious and quiet. I
tried to discern if there was anything remarkable about him. Like
the rest of us, he was casually dressed in a shirt and blue jeans.
I decided that, at least on the surface, nothing about him stood
out as being particularly unusual.

October 6, 2005

The class began lecture style, starting with a
description of Peruvian cosmology. The entire first day we listened
to an overview of the belief structure of Q’ero shamans. Jose Luis
had been a civil engineer before, as he later put it, he “was
claimed by the mountains.” I found him to be an articulate speaker,
who was easy to listen to. Jose Luis’s well-organized presentation
appealed to my analytic mind, yet at the same time I found myself
struggling to reconcile my view of reality with what he was saying.
It seemed a bit out there.

I did not quite know what to make of it when he said
that “a snake, a jaguar, and a condor” were the guiding principles
of the three major energy centers in the body, which corresponded
to states of perception, and the middle, lower, and upper worlds.
Although the content of what he was saying stretched my perception
of reality a bit, his words held together well and I intuitively
sensed that what he was saying was right. I felt the deeper truth
in what Jose Luis was saying, but at the time, my Western mind had
no way to organize his new information into my existing cognitive
framework. Jose Luis gave no indication that he was speaking in
metaphor — which given my background in Jungian psychology would
have been much easier for me to digest. He acted as if he actually
believed that what he was describing literally existed. During the
first break, another student quietly got up and left, with the
explanation, “This isn’t for me.” I noticed that a couple of the
other students seemed somewhat rattled and anxious to get away.

 

During my career as a stockbroker, even
though my life had always looked reasonably conventional, I had
been involved in channeling and etheric healing. At one point, I
had even taught weekend classes in both of these areas through a
local organization, but had walked away from the group when it
began to feel too ungrounded. One of the things I had learned from
experiences that were difficult to explain in ordinary reality was
to put uncomfortable ideas or events on the shelf when they did not
make rational sense. I found this coping skill of
compartmentalization extremely helpful in adopting an open and
receptive beginner’s mind. It made it easier for me to tolerate
experiences that were incongruent with my existing belief
structure. I continue to suggest this “mental mindset” technique to
psychotherapy clients I work with as a way of helping them deal
with anxiety.

At the time I attended the introductory
class in Peruvian shamanism in 2005, I was still accustomed to
sitting through long lectures — and usually enjoyed them. It’s part
of surviving psychology training. As the hours passed that first
day, I found myself mentally occupied in an internal process of
grappling with the new concepts Jose Luis was presenting. I was
busy attempting to assimilate the material into a cognitive format
that I could more easily digest.

Although I was absorbed with thinking about
the material being presented, my husband Perry was not. Perry did
not enjoy classroom learning. He had became bored with college and
left after the first semester. Perry preferred learning on his own
and was self-taught. He obtained his education from being out in
the world, taking a more “hands on” approach. I had hoped that he
might be benefiting from the class.

Although most of the other people in the
room probably did not notice, it was clear to me as the day wore on
that he was not enjoying himself. Concerned, I glanced over at
Perry periodically throughout the day and saw that he was
alternating between being agitated, bored, and sleepy. Perry
informed me that night at dinner that he did not want to return to
the class the next day to listen to another eight-hour lecture. He
reminded me that he did not enjoy sitting and hearing someone
explain theory all day, and would rather be outside doing
something. Somehow, I persuaded him to return with me the following
day. He agreed — but made it clear that he was only doing this to
be with me — not to listen to another long, boring lecture.

Years later, Perry informed me that —
although he was not fully conscious of it at the time — he had the
foreboding sense that day that he was on the verge of being exposed
to something that would be extremely uncomfortable for him. In
retrospect, the analyst in me would have interpreted Perry’s “zoned
out” behavior as a defense against underlying anxiety toward an
“unthought known.”[2] Neither one of us had any inkling of the
magnitude of what we would encounter in the weeks that
followed.


 Pacha 2. Coming
Apart

Here we come to see and recognize each other, to
remember ourselves in each other. The land has brought us
together.

 — Don Andre, pampamesayoq, conversation
2011

In the film The Matrix, the main
character, Neo, who has been searching all of his life for
something greater, is given the opportunity to learn — and live
with — the truth about the illusion of reality he has been living.
He is asked whether he wants to take the blue pill to forget and
return to the illusion or the red pill and face knowing the painful
truth of his existence. Being the hero, Neo, of course, chooses the
red pill. As the story in the film progresses and the odds against
Neo appear almost insurmountable, the antagonist asks Neo if he
wished he had taken the blue pill instead.

Neo’s predicament is the same quandary many
of us face when we begin working with deeper aspects of our psyche
and start to separate from identifying with the collective mass
culture, or consensual reality. This identification with consensual
reality is often associated with a strong identification with how
we are perceived by others in the world. The obvious question
becomes, so why do it? In a culture that promotes self-care to the
point of narcissism, we are taught to fight long and hard to build
successful identities out in the world. Why would we then choose to
give up what we fought so hard to achieve? Many people that walk
through the doors into my psychotherapy office are asking
themselves this same question.

This compelling need to connect with
something greater is the call from the numinous to reconnect with
the energetic collective. Surrendering to the call is threatening.
Swallowing the red pill and following a path seeking greater
spiritual connection can be painful because it dismantles who we
think we are and becomes even more difficult when it challenges the
constitution of our egos, the center of our consciousness.[3] In
the movie Star Wars, as the renegade pilot Han Solo takes
his spaceship into warp speed, the structure of the ship, like the
structure of the ego, is challenged and rattles under the strain.
The ship, like the ego, is not directing the mission, but it needs
to remain intact to pierce the veil into the energetic realm of
light speed.

A supervisor in analytic training told me
that one of his supervisors who had known Jung had told him that
what made Jung, “Jung” was not his incredible insights, rather it
was his hearty constitution and his receptive attitude toward the
unconscious. His willingness to “listen with an open mind” beyond
the comfort of what was familiar led him into his own descent and
into the depths of a dismemberment, as Jung wrote, “into a strange
world ruled by forces unconcerned with man.”[4]

A story about the encounter abstract
expressionist artist Phillip Guston had with a fellow artist is
another illustration of this phenomenon. Guston was painting
figures at a time most of his peers were painting a record of their
experience. The fellow artist commented on the disturbing images in
Guston’s paintings. In response, Guston said he felt the same way
about the images emerging in his art — but had no choice because he
was “painting what he must paint” — the images that were inside of
him that were forcing their way into expression.

If we choose to live our lives fully, we
really do not have a choice about whether or not we follow “the
path.” Once we hear the call to enter into the veil, something
bigger than us becomes the irresistible driving force, and taking
the red pill is the only option. We may have the illusion that
following a spiritual track is something we decide, but in the end
we do not choose it — it chooses us. The path, like ingesting the
red pill, is not pursued because it is fun or enjoyable; it is
taken because the alternative path away from it is deadening and
intolerable.


 4. Finding the Past,
Facing the Future

How big is your heart? How big is your
all-encompassing love? How deep can you go? How can you surrender?
The amount of love, the depth of your availability, and the power
that you bring forth through your love is what makes the
transaction happen.

 — Don Sebastian, pampamesayoq,
conversation 2011

The second day of the introductory workshop
(October 7, 2005) involved learning energy healing techniques with
the luminous body. Jose Luis gave us an experiential exercise to do
that involved using the stones we had each brought with us, which
were the beginnings of our mesas, or medicine bundles.
Because of my experience with etheric healing through the Tibetan
Foundation, none of this seemed that unfamiliar to me — but working
with mesa stones was new.

We downloaded our three different
kuyas (stones) with the negative patterns (hucha) we
wanted to let go of, blowing our intentions into each stone with
our breath. In Quechua, this process of exhaling with intention to
send prayers or medicine is called phikhuy. Prayers are
always said aloud to give force to the words used in calling the
spirits. After performing the act of phikhuy on each of the
three stones, the members of the group broke into sets of two and
three and took turns working energetically on each other with the
stones.

While experimenting on Perry with the
healing techniques Jose Luis had shown us, I was surprised that I
intuitively sensed something emanating from his throat in the
energetic realm that seemed to be pulling back energetically. When
I placed one of his stones over this area of his body, he started
coughing. In a short time, Perry’s coughing became more intense,
and he began to gag. It appeared that Perry had no control over
what seemed to be coming out of his throat. Perry’s coughing turned
into raspy gasps and he started choking. Alarmed, I removed the
stone from his throat. Perry collapsed back into the pillow he was
lying on and seemed stunned. He wanted to know what we had
seen.

The skeptic in me proceeded to dismiss the
experience while the receptive aspect of my nature — that had
brought me to the workshop in the first place — was curious,
concerned, and puzzled. I did not know what I thought — beyond
wanting Perry to be okay. The weekend ended and during the next
week I did not give much thought to what had happened to Perry
during the exercise. Although I was intrigued by Jose Luis and what
I had learned in the workshop, I decided to put it on the shelf for
the time being.

Then, unexpectedly, about a week and a half
later, I had two big dreams. The dreams proved to be life changing
for me, although I was unaware of this at the time the dreams took
place. In these dreams, the second pacha occurred, marking
my passage into shamanism.

For me, these dreams were the beginning of
what Jungians and shamans sometimes refer to as an initiatory
dismemberment process.[5] The next two italicized passage below are
the actual dreams, followed by my personal narrative of what
unfolded for Perry and me in the day world a week later.

October 18, 2005

The first dream was as follows:

I was in the earth and saw the shaman. I saw a white
snake and a black snake. I was not afraid of the image of the white
snake because I had worked with it before. The shaman invited me to
study with him but told me that this would require me working with
the black snake. I told him that I was repulsed and afraid of black
snakes. He laughed and said, “I knew you would say that.” I then
told him that I would agree to work with the black snake if that
was what was required. After I answered him, I awoke from dreaming
in the dream.

A couple of weeks later I had the second
dream:

November 3, 2005

I dreamt the shaman saw me and knew I was coming
back to work with him and I saw him acknowledging that he saw me
and I saw him.

November 5, 2005

The night after I dreamt about the Shaman again, I
experienced a burning sensation accompanied with a lot of
energy. I could taste the energy. Although at times it felt
empowering I cannot say it was comfortable...it was somewhat
disorienting. In my own analytic process, I had already
begun working with the energy as movement toward a deeper symbolic
relationship with the dream imagery of the snake.

November 6, 2005

I attended a weekend analytic training class, still
feeling like I was on fire. I spoke in the class and realized
people were having difficulty tracking my intuitive leaps. I
decided to be quiet and started drawing snakes on my notepad in an
attempt to contain the energy and the impulse to describe aloud
what was happening to me.

While I was in the middle of a drawing, I looked
over to the left of the page — an inch from where my pen was
—  and noticed a tiny worm that was actually moving. I was
stunned. I was in Denver, in freezing cold weather, and had not
bought any produce to eat...so I was not sure where the worm came
from...especially since it had not been on the page minutes before!
It had a small greenish-white body and a black head...The fire that
I had felt pulsing continued and I felt pretty disoriented...my
world was spinning.

I went home after the class and told Perry about my
experience of seeing the worm. Perry asked me if it had a small
greenish-white body with a black head...I said yes...waiting for a
logical explanation. I asked him if he had seen worms like that. He
told me that he had never seen them in Colorado, but that they were
his favorite kind of worms. Then he told me that earlier that day
he had bought a conch shell for me to hold, to help me with the
spinning. I curled my hand around inside it and noticed that for
some reason it helped. My husband was also going through his own
shift into the realm of nonordinary reality, and these places were
becoming more familiar to him, and more uncomfortably real to
me.

 

Working with the black snake marked the
beginning of an initiation process for me, and descent into darker,
more primal areas of my psyche than I had ever explored in the
past. At the time I had the dream, the black snake was the most
frightening and undesirable shadow symbol I could imagine. In my
own analysis, I worked with this dream. Symbolically, I understood
the dream inside a dream to mean that the material was coming from
a very deep layer of my unconscious psyche. The shaman was
interpreted as representing a symbol for the Self, and his
invitation to work with the snake was an invitation to engage with
my shadow and the parts of my psyche less acceptable to my ego.

Although looking back, on one level I still
believe this subjective symbolic interpretation holds true, on
another level the dream was foretelling what was to follow. A
series of corresponding life events occurred, which greatly
affected both me and the members of my immediate family. Shortly
after I had the dream, my youngest son's developing drug addiction
became apparent, and we faced the frightening challenge of his
recovery. Then, while verbally defending his younger brother, my
older son was beaten up and had his nose broken, requiring him to
undergo hours of surgery — and new developments in my personal life
continued to unfold.

November 15, 2005

About a week after my dream encounter with the black
snake, I awoke to find my husband in a highly excited state. During
the night, Perry had entered a lucid dream and remembered severe
physical abuse he had experienced — and forgotten — as a child. He
told me he loved me, and that he had spent the entire night
reliving past events from a time when he was about five or six
years old. Perry’s speech was becoming increasingly speedy and his
thoughts seemed tangential to me — which at the time did not strike
me as being that out of the ordinary. Perry has always had a
tendency to passionately express himself when making a new
discovery. Although I was a bit perplexed, I was still waking up
and was not (yet) overly alarmed.

Sitting up in bed, Perry rapidly began to recount
the series of events that had happened to him as a young boy. He
said he remembered running through the house hugging his favorite
blanket that he often carried with him. His father, who was sitting
on the couch watching television, reached out and stopped Perry
during one of his laps through the living room. He told Perry that
it was time that he gave his blanket up because he was “too old to
be carrying a sissy blanket.” Perry had stubbornly refused, telling
his father that he still wanted his blanket.

Perry said he now remembered that suddenly his
father had jumped up, grabbed him, and whisked him up to the attic.
Once in the attic, Perry’s father threw him against an unfinished
wall in a rage. After kicking Perry in the mouth, ribs, and chest,
his father left him alone in the attic overnight, bleeding and
bruised. Perry remembered being terrified at the time, thinking
that his father was going to kill him. He said, that night he
learned a new way of being quiet just so he could survive. He did
not remember moving until morning. At daybreak, a sparrow chirped
outside and Perry knew he had made it through that night of
hell.

The next morning, his father left for a weeklong
business trip. Perry’s mother retrieved him from the attic and put
him to bed. Perry remembered his mother telling him that he would
not be able to go to school for a couple of days because of the
cuts and bruises on his face and his body. Perry said that his
mother then shook her finger at him, telling him that he could not
tell anyone about what had happened. During the following days he
spent in bed, Perry heard his older sister repeatedly asking their
mother where he was. Perry’s mother told his sister that she could
not “see Perry, because Perry was sick.”

That morning, sitting in our bed, Perry remembered
that he had feared for his life through most of his early
childhood. The only place he felt safe as a child was alone in the
woods. Perry recalled that he continually buried little objects in
the forest, asking “Mother Nature” for help to save his life from a
father who continued to attack him randomly with severe
beatings.
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