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Understanding Illness 

What does shamanism consider the cause of illness, and how does it view wellness? All 

illness has physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual components. Some illnesses may be 

mostly physical, others may be mostly spiritual or mental.  

 

For example, a bad car accident will have a lot of physical injuries to address. But it may also 

have emotional and mental injuries: shock, anxiety, depression, sadness, anger, perhaps 

others. And it could also cause spiritual injury, right? You may feel like your center of gravity 

or your soul isn’t quite settled into your body; we often use the phrase, “I was beside myself.” 

Or you might even feel some emptiness. In shamanism, this is considered soul loss, a small 

part of your soul may have left. Perhaps the soul fragment you lost had the gift of trusting the 

flow of life (or, at least, the flow of traffic). 

 

Even without a physical injury, when a thought or relationship has us stressed out, we can 

experience emotional reactivity and mental “disease” of racing thoughts. But stress affects the 

body too, and our spiritual connection as well. How easy is it to journey or to feel your 

helping spirit’s presence when you’re stressed out? Not very! 

 

Shamanism can deal with physical aspects of illness, but the main focus, especially for this 

training, is the energetic or spiritual component. Healing that spiritual aspect will often bring 

physical healing, too, especially if the physical symptoms were caused by the spiritual injury.  

 

Even without an obvious physical accident, the body can feel and register these energetic 

impacts. Think about what you notice in your body when someone glares at you, or tells you 

you’re wrong, or they don’t like you, or you made a mistake, or someone you trusted betrays 

you. You can feel like you’ve been punched, stung, or stabbed. And you’ll often feel it in your 

body somewhere: 

 

• “I was really stung by what he said.” 

• “It felt like a slap across the face.” 

• “They stabbed me in the back.” 

• “I can’t stomach her attitude.” 

• “My heart sank when I heard the news.” 

 

It may land in your body in a more general way rather than feel like it’s in a specific part of 

your body: 

 

• “I haven’t been the same since the divorce or that accident or…. 

• “I’ve never gotten over that.” (like there’s some obstacle before you that you can’t get 

beyond.) 

• “I don’t know what on earth possessed me to do that!” 

• “Since we broke up, I feel empty inside.” 

• “Since so-and-so died, I don’t feel like myself anymore.” 

 

Many Westerners don’t know how to deal with these spiritual wounds. To cope, some people 

turn to addictive behaviors, whether alcohol or weed or gambling or video games or Netflix 
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binges or even sex or romance. Some seek out spiritual escape, whether shamanism, or New 

Age, or yoga or meditation, to achieve a “Spiritual Bypass.” This is an attempt to rise above 

our wounds, to distance ourselves from them, to deny them.  

 

Some “dis-ease” and disease is not from an accident but is built into our lifestyles. Modern 

living and mainstream Western culture often teaches us to be disconnected from  

• our soul, 

• our helping spirits/connection to Source, and ancestors, and 

• the rest of the web, wheel, or nature. 

Examples:  

1. Soul disconnect: many of us were taught to be in our head or our emotions and not pay 

much attention to our own inner power and deep wisdom. 

 

2. Helping Spirits, Ancestors disconnect: many of us were taught to stop talking to our 

imaginary friends once we reached a certain age, and even to stop imagining 

altogether and “get real.” And we’re discouraged from “ancestor worship”; many of us 

don’t know where our ancestors came from or know much about who they were. Even 

if we do, we don’t usually call on them for everyday guidance. 

 

3. Nature disconnect: even those of us who get outdoors a lot usually live by the clock, 

not daylight, and by the calendar, not the cycles of the seasons. We live separate from 

any large predators and don’t want bears, mountain lions, or even bison, roaming the 

neighborhood. We don’t even want to co-exist with tiny mosquitos or ticks. Most of us 

don’t even know where our drinking water comes from, and we certainly don’t have to 

walk half a mile with buckets to get it. I don’t want to romanticize any of this, I’m just 

pointing out the disconnect from natural cycles. 

So we’re walking around with these wounds that may have been treated physically or even 

emotionally and mentally, but not spiritually. And our daily living has built-in disconnection 

and separation. What does shamanic healing have to do with any of that? 

 

3 Rs of Shamanic Healing 

My helping spirits taught me that shamanic healing has three main components that I call the 

3Rs:  Restoring, Releasing, & Reconnecting. 

 

1. Restoring work is needed when something belongs to you is missing 

a. Restoring work fills the emptiness from soul loss & power loss 

b. Soul loss can occur with any trauma, even “minor” ones. And the trauma might 

be sudden, like being mugged, or it might be trauma from something repeated 

over time. For example, consider the impact of  

-- repeatedly telling a child, “you’re stupid” or “you’re lazy”  

-- repeatedly telling a spouse “You don’t love me” 

-- anything repeated can cause soul loss plus have the power of a curse, as the 

person fulfills the repeated statement as they come to believe it over time. 
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c. Power loss usually occurs when you are disconnected from your helping spirit, 

requiring Helping Spirit (“Power Animal”) Retrieval 

d. What is the soul? We talk about “the soul” and “soul loss,” but what is the 

soul? Different traditions have different answers to that question, and we’ll talk 

more about it later. For now, whatever definition you understand is fine. 

e. So that’s restoring work: returning something that belongs to you that’s been 

missing due to trauma. 

f. Examples of restoring work include soul retrieval, helping spirit retrieval, and 

power object retrieval. 

 

2. Releasing work is needed when something is in you that does not belong to you or did 

belong to you but no longer serves you.  

a. These include energy blocks, possessing spirits, or curses 

b. Energy blocks can vary by size, power/strength, 

consciousness;  

--for example, if someone insults you and you feel 

hurt, you’ll often feel the weight or pressure of what 

they “sent” to you when they insulted you. We’ll 

often feel this when someone glares at us.  

--and that energy block, though significant, is usually 

not aware of itself, not conscious the way a possessing 

spirit usually is.  

c. These energy blocks that don’t belong can be internal or 

external in origin. An internal example is when you put 

yourself down; an external example is when someone else put you down; 

extreme external examples are if someone curses you or you become 

possessed. 

d. Examples of releasing work include depossession, extraction, decording, and 

curse unraveling. 

 

3. Reconnecting work is needed when you’ve lost your connection or relationship to 

something “external” (“not you”) that you belong to 

a. We belong to the Earth, the Land, Elements, Tribe-Belonging-Ancestors, the 

rest of nature, 

b. the whole Circle of Existence, also called the “Great Web” or “Sacred Hoop”, 

the larger spiral cycles of existence. 

c. This reconnecting work is not often taught in practitioner trainings, but such 

disconnects can also cause or contribute to soul and power loss. 

d. Examples of reconnecting work include vibrational healing and counseling or 

coaching about our place in the whole Circle of Existence. 

 

So, to summarize our 3 Rs of shamanic healing: 

1. Restoring work is returning something that belongs to you that’s been missing due to 

trauma. 

2. Releasing work is clearing something that does not belong to you or did belong to you 

but no longer serves you.  

3. Reconnecting work is restoring connections to beings to whom you belong. 

 

Release

Restore

Reconnect
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It's common for clients to benefit from both clearing work and "restoring" work. If we have 

emptiness, energy that isn't ours is likely to have "moved in" to fill that emptiness, because 

nature abhors a vacuum. It rarely is evil or wanting to harm us, and most of its power comes 

from how much emptiness we have. Pre-existing emptiness allows something to enter or 

attach itself to the physical body. 

  

Clearing what is attached that doesn't belong or no longer serves us is not enough, as we will 

still have emptiness, allowing more misplaced energy to move in. So the goal is to "fill" the 

client with their true, authentic, soul-self as well as clear misplaced energy that doesn't 

belong. With some clients, you start with the clearing; with another, you might start with the 

"filling" work first. The practitioner’s own beautiful helping spirits do the diagnosing and 

know what's best. 

  

The goal is to have your body be fully ensouled with your own radiant, divine spirit and to 

have that radiant spirit that is the real you be fully embodied in your own body during this 

lifetime: a body fully ensouled, and a soul fully embodied. For people, to be alive is to be a 

soul in a physical body; in the middle world, there’s power in a physical form. We incarnated 

or reincarnated so that we could be in a body. Fully inhabit your body, or something else will. 

The ideal or goal is Oneness between matter and spirit. There’s no real separation between 

mind, body, and spirit.  

 

Illness happens when we are not fully in our body. The more out of our bodies we are, the 

more illness we have. The more “at home” we are in our bodies and hearts and souls and 

place on earth, the more we can bring wholeness into the world with every step and every 

breath. Shamanism helps us “come to our senses” --- literally and figuratively. 

 

The shamanic view of illness and healing is that, because everything is connected, all energies 

or beings have a rightful place that serves the whole Circle of Existence. It's important that 

they be in that rightful place, so the whole can function. 

 

When a client seeks spiritual help from a shamanic practitioner, the client does not need to 

know what shamanic healing modality they need, such as energy block clearing, soul 

retrieval, or whatever. The practitioner's helping spirits will guide them about what healing 

work is appropriate at this time. 

 

So, shamans and shamanic practitioners offer healing work that restores, releases, and 

reconnects. For whom? And why? 

Healing for Whom? And Why? 

1. We’re in service to the whole Circle of Existence. This means that a client might be a 

human or other animal, or plant, or a river, the land, a building, or a nation or culture.  

2. Whether we are in service to humans, animals, plants, elements, or any client, we do 

so in order that they can fulfill their place in the whole Circle of Existence. 

3. The healing principles and modalities that apply to humans also apply to plants, other 

animals, elements, all beings and even a nation or culture or the whole Circle of 

Existence. Each can need restoring, releasing, and reconnecting work.  
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      Example: many teachers train in house blessing or clearing but don’t teach that a 

house might need soul retrieval, need reconnecting to the land, or even still have the 

spirit of trees that were destroyed by construction.  

      Cultural example: mainstream White culture dominates others because of cultural 

soul loss from previously being conquered. Healing our own individual racism, 

sexism, etc. feeds back to the culture we came from and heals part of it. 

4. The emphasis is on the Whole or Universe as Ecosystem. Even when tending a person, 

we want them to heal partly because one sick being affects the Whole. 

Shamanic View of the Circle of Existence: Relationship, 
Reciprocity, and Spiral 

Even larger principles than the 3 Rs of healing are the three principles of all existence. These 

are Relationship, Reciprocity, and Spiral Change. These are called Ayni in Peru, Original 

Instructions in Iroquois, right relationship in Buddhism, and by other names elsewhere. 

Relationship  

The principle of Relationship is about each being’s place on the Whole Circle of Existence. 

It’s an eating world; each eats some of the others and is in turn eaten by yet others. Details are 

below, as the Relationship principle is strongly tied to Reciprocity. We are dependent upon 

some beings the way a child is dependent on a parent or grandparent: Earth, Ocean, Moon, 

Sun, and Stars are often spoken of as parent/grandparent in many traditions. Others are 

viewed as peers or siblings. It’s vital to honor these relationships and, for example, not try to 

overrule those properly in charge like Earth. 

Reciprocity 

The principle of Reciprocity is about 

taking only what is yours to take, and 

only with permission, and giving 

back in return. Relationship and 

Reciprocity are interconnected and 

best embodied in Robin Kimmerer’s 

guidelines for “Honorable Harvest—

Teachings of Grasses.” (See inset.) 

Spiral of Change and 
Continuity 

The third principle of existence is 

that the only constant is change. 

Existence is not so much a circle but 

a spiral. With each level, some of the 

old drops away while some is kept, 

and some new aspects come in. 

These changes are necessary for 

existence to continue.  

 

              Honorable Harvest 

1. Never take the first one, so you’ll never take the last. 
2. Ask permission. Introduce yourself, what you’ve 

come for. If you take a life, you have to be 
accountable for it.  

3. Listen for the answer. Pragmatically—look around, 
do those plants have enough to share. Taking 
without permission is stealing. 

4. Take only what you need. 
5. Minimize harm. Don’t use a shovel when a digging 

stick will do. 
6. Use everything that you take. 
7. Be grateful. Gratitude for all that is given makes you 

feel rich, reminds us we’re just one member in 
the democracy of species, that the earth does 
not belong to us. 

8. Share what you’ve taken. 
9. Reciprocate the gift. Give back with a spiritual or 

material gift—weeding, fertilizer, etc. 

10. Take only that which is given to you. 
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Embedded in the spiral is the responsibility to ensure a beautiful future for those yet to come, 

to leave the world better than you found it. We are called to remember those yet to come and 

to sacrifice for them. This is understood in all shamanic cultures, but is perhaps most 

famously known in the Iroquois concept of always acting with the next seven generations in 

mind. In the words of contemporary conservation activist Terry Tempest Williams,  

 The eyes of the future are looking back at us and they are praying for us to 

see beyond our own time. They are kneeling with hands clasped that we 

might act with restraint, that we might leave room for the life that is 

destined to come. To protect what is wild is to protect what is gentle. 

Perhaps the wilderness we fear is the pause between our own heartbeats, 

the silent space that says we live only by grace. Wilderness lives by this 

same grace. Wild mercy is in our hands. 

 

Shaman vs Shamanic Practitioner 

Roles of the Shaman 

Traditionally, working on behalf of another is a major part of shamanism. You can journey 

just for yourself, on your own, but everyone journeying for themselves is new. Shamans offer 

some of the following functions: 

 

• Serve as a link or bridge between the people and the spirit worlds, between the people 

and all the other Earthlings; 

• Heal the living, and not just humans; 

• Heal the dead, who are healed by helping them cross over, leave the middle world; 

• Find food sources, bring rain, stop rain, read omens, heal the land; and 

• Weave reality: of the Great Awakening, Great Turning, New Age ... facilitate needed 

shifts in consciousness and in ways of being and doing. 
 

What is a Shaman? Shamanic Practitioner? 

“Shaman” 
1. Pronunciation: not “shame” but “shah” 

2. Evenki (Tungus, Mongolian) word; translations range from “one who sees in the dark” 

to “one who heats up or goes into a frenzy” 

3. Name varies by tradition (see handout) 

4. Shamans usually have a lot more training and a longer period of training (10 to 20 

years). They also are usually put through life-threatening initiations. 

 

“Shamanic Practitioner” 
 

1. Like being a shaman, being a shamanic practitioner is a never-ending, life-long 

practice. “You never become a shaman, but it's something to practice toward.” (Dr. 

Michael Harner, Foundation for Shamanic Studies) 
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2. Not everyone who is a shamanic practitioner is a 

shaman. Most anyone can engage basic shamanism 

by journeying for themselves and others; it used to 

be the private domain of full-fledged shamans. 

 

3. Don’t call yourself a shaman; I prefer shamanic 

practitioner. I’ve seen people lose power by 

claiming the title of “shaman”; the formless spirits 

often leave you, if only because the growth of your 

unhealthy ego from calling yourself a shaman is 

incompatible with their formless frequencies. 

 

Commonalities 
Both shamans and shamanic practitioners… 

 

1. Need to be able to bring through wisdom and healing from the spirit realms to physical 

mundane realms. 

a. The shamanic practitioner knows where to go, how to go, who to speak to, 

what to ask, how to ask, how to get back, and what to do when we are back.  If 

even one of these is missing, we're merely spacing out.  (“Dreaming Boudica,” 

by Manda Scott. Sacred Hoop, Issue 70 2010, p. 10) 

 

2. Are a master of both realities, spiritual and mundane, are functional in both realms. 

 

3. Have helping spirits who want to work with a powerful vessel, so the practitioner and 

the shaman are sculpted to be powerful vessels. 

a. One classic sculpting initiation is that of the “Wounded Healer”; a sickness or 

near-death experience. 

b. After the illness, you come back with compassion. 

c. You heal so you can show others the way to heal. 

 

4. Always journey with a purpose, question, or other intention that is intended to serve 

the community/greater web or an individual (person, animal, plant, element, or other 

being) within the community/web.  

a. The journey realms are infinite, and “it is quite possible to wander and explore 

endlessly—to even write books upon books about it—while actually 

accomplishing very little other than experiencing wonder and/or feeding 

ego” (quote from Mark Seven).  

b. Journey for service, not for ego gratification. Shamanism is about being of 

service, meeting an immediate need. 

 

5. Vary greatly. No two are alike even within the same tradition, because shamanism is a 

system of direct spiritual revelation. 

 

“Hollow Bone” 
Shamanic healing work cannot be done unless the practitioner’s ego is either 

 

The shamanic practitioner 

knows where to go, how to go, 

who to speak to, what to ask, 

how to ask, how to get back, 

and what to do when we are 

back.  If even one of these is 

missing, we're merely spacing 

out.  -Manda Scott   
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• put aside, at least for the duration of the work, and the shaman becomes a "hollow 

bone" for the compassionate spirits who are the real healers and teachers; or 

• sufficiently attuned to the practitioner’s true soul-self to enable service. 

 

As discussed in the Sovereignty and Soul Compass prerequisite trainings, egos are not bad. 

Like our thoughts, emotions, and body, the ego is part of our power. The goal is to have these 

“tools” free of viruses and reactive wounds during the work and attuned to your soul.  

 

The ideal partner for your helping spirits is you as fully ensouled and fully embodied as 

possible, with soul or true soul-self at the wheel and rest of you—body, mind, emotions, 

ego—virus-free and functioning in harmony with your soul or true soul-self and the healing 

work at hand. 

 

The “Downside” of Shamans 
Traditional shamans were and are classically feared, avoided, unpopular for a variety of 

reasons. 

 

• If you know how to heal someone, you usually also know how to harm someone. If 

you know how to bless, you know how to curse. 

• Power can corrupt, and practitioners can be tempted to use the power of their helping 

spirits to practice sorcery, bending the will of others to their own or employing the 

help of their spirits for personal or egoic gains. 

• In shamanic traditions that work exclusively with middle world spirits, the shaman can 

be driven by a spirit who is 

o more powerful than they and be potentially harmful to the shaman or the 

community; and 

o demanding, aggressive, ill-tempered, even violent. 

 

Practitioners’ Role 

Tending vs Healing/Fixing 

We can’t really heal another person. We succeed by activating their own inner healer, by 

stimulating their own healing process. In some modern shamanic cultures, like that of the 

Society for Shamanic Practice, the trend is increasingly away from the notion of healing or 

“fixing” clients and toward focusing on “tending” them. This is, in part, a recognition that we 

can only activate the client’s inner doctor, and it’s also a recognition that clients most need to 

experience someone recognizing their power and sovereignty. 

 

See Clients as Whole. It matters how we perceive clients. Sandra Ingerman cautions against 

perceiving them as ill or as a victim, or we inadvertently feed or affirm their sickness instead 

of their well-being and true power.  

 

Varieties in What Healing Looks Like. I’ve also learned that people are entitled to their 

illness and their process. I can't know the karma they're working out, the lessons they’re 

working to learn, or how much time they need to do that. It helps to let go of attachment to 

what their healing process will look like and how long it will take. 
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Varieties in Healing Response. There’s no one right way for a client to feel after a healing 

session, and I find it helpful to tell clients this. You can specifically say, “some people feel 

lighter, some people feel heavier. Some feel tired, some feel energized. Some feel happy, 

some feel sad. What comes up will be right for you and your process.” I do tell clients to 

contact me if they experience certain things that might indicate an intrusion, aka energy block, 

is trying to release but is stuck. I also ask them to check in with me in three days, sooner if 

they feel a need. 

Miraculous vs Subtle. Sometimes the client feels transformed after a healing session, like a 

miracle has happened. One of my own most powerful healings was when I went to see John 

of God in Brazil. But I only felt the slight buzz I get when meditating. I thought it was a 

complete waste of time and money. Yet three weeks later, I was transformed, and that healing 

was the turning point. 

Healers’ “Glamour” 

A related concern that can arise for some who seek practitioner training is to have a strong 

need to heal others. The need can be the result of a projected wound, meaning what’s really 

pushing the person is their own need for healing. It can also be an enchantment or type of 

spell or “glamour” they’re under. Because letting go of attachment to outcome is vital to 

shamanic success, attachment to healing others can interfere with that letting go. 

Shamanic practitioners can see themselves as “more spiritual” or “better” or “more special” 

than “ordinary” people. Betsy Bergstrom teaches that all societal roles are needed and have 

value:  plumber, nurse, road crew, janitor, are the shamanic practitioner’s equal, and each has 

an important part. 

 

I think the ideal sense of our role is in this quote from Maria Yraceburu: 

Authentic power comes from humility and the understanding that we are 

each part of something much larger, yet also knowing we must claim our 

power to fulfill our potential in this equation. 

The Client’s Expectations and Role 

Sometimes the client expects you to “fix” them. Some clients want you to do the work, others 

want to be engaged. You can vary your own approach to meet their needs while also 

conveying that you believe in them, that you see their possibilities, the miracles waiting inside 

them. 

 

Some are quite needy and have really poor boundaries. If so, they need more than ever for you 

to model healthy boundaries by setting and enforcing limits. Don’t let them text you at all 

hours, several times a day, etc. Set an appointment time and times to check in. It’s also helpful 

to give them some part in the work, preparation to do before the session as well as follow up 

tasks. We’ll talk more about that as we go. 

Empaths 

A related topic is those who identify as “empaths” or “sensitives.” I teach that having 

empathic power without boundaries usually comes from a wound that the "empath" needs to 
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heal. We all have the ability to sense some things of what’s happening around us. But those 

who are empathic may simply be functioning with senses that are still on a setting appropriate 

for childhood, which is constantly reading others, especially the parents, to learn and absorb 

the culture. 

 Also, some empaths were targets of sexual, physical, or emotional assaults who learned to 

cope by reading the perpetrator's unspoken signals. It may have been a good survival tool 

then, but it's completely inappropriate in any other setting for an adult. Healthy adults in a 

wild or natural setting especially often need to be scanning and reading the environment for 

predators and so on, but what most “empaths” are talking about it is different. It’s reading 

others almost compulsively and being unable to stop incoming information, and usually the 

reader ends up not just reading but also taking on the emotional state of the other. This is 

usually harmful to the empath and to the one the empath is reading. 

Most of us do have some element of "reading the abuser" in our histories. That also needs 

healing, but it's qualitatively and quantitatively different than the more chronic variety of 

“empath” even in a friendly situation. 

Sandra Ingerman was clear when I studied with her that "empaths" should neither learn nor do 

shamanic healing work for others until they have healthy boundaries. She didn't explain nor 

attribute it to unhealed wounds as I do above, but she was clear and firm on it. 

 

What is Shamanism 

1. Shamanism holds the animist view that everything is alive and connected and 

interconnected. Everything is constantly evolving. Evolving doesn’t mean “better” or 

“progress” in some linear way. It just means constant change. The practice of 

shamanism is also alive and constantly changing. 

 

2. Who is this “everything that’s alive and connected”? “Everything is all the other living 

beings: the other animals, the insects, the trees and other plants, bacteria, the elements 

such as rivers, mountains, deserts, sun, moon, stars, the cosmos itself.  

 

a. All these came before we did, and so are Elders to humans.  

b. We learn how to live by working with, listening to, observing these Elders. 

 

3. Some say shamanism was the first spiritual practice used by humans, dating back 

30,000 to 100,000 years ago. Others say those practices were animism, not 

shamanism. 

 

4. Some say shamanism was a universal practice that still resides for everyone in the 

collective unconscious. Others say no, shamanism originated in a few regions, mostly 

Eurasia and parts of the Amazon. 

 

5. Both animism and shamanism are worldviews more than religions. 
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6. Shamanism is a system of direct spiritual revelation, meaning we learn directly from 

the beings and spirits. As the Foundation for Shamanic Studies puts it, “the real 

teachers and healers are in non-ordinary reality,” meaning in the spiritual realm. 

 

7. As I teach shamanism that is “generic,” or “cross-cultural”, the aspects of shamanic 

traditions that are generally shared. I work hard to avoid cultural appropriation, and I 

also think it’s essential that we honor our ancestors. Because my lineage is from 

Britain, I think my animist or shamanic ancestors would be more thrilled if I took up 

the practices from Britain than from, say, the Lakota or Amazonian traditions. In any 

case, my approach gives you the freedom to apply your own cosmology.  

 

You will need to apply your own cosmology, because “generic” shamanism is 

incomplete without a cosmology. And your worldview may have underlying beliefs 

and principles that conflict with core shamanism or with something I teach. You’ll 

need to reconcile that, to figure out how to integrate the two. 

 

a. Example: I teach a Oneness cosmology, which holds that everything belongs 

and has a rightful place; a being is only a problem when not in its rightful 

place. Some think “evil” does not belong and should be killed or destroyed. 

That’s not what I teach and is not my understanding of shamanism. 

 

b. Example: Many people I know believe in binaries like a “Sacred Feminine” 

and a “Sacred Masculine.” This assumes that the cosmos is filled with 

components that are either male or female. To me, this belief imposes a 

human-centric view on all other life-forms. Yet many lifeforms reproduce 

asexually, without a male-female binary, and these include our own pre-human 

ancestors and the very foundations of life on earth. Examples are bacteria, 

fungi, starfish, corals, mountains, rivers, stars, and others we may not yet know 

of and quite certainly life elsewhere.  

 

    We can assign a sex to them, we can say “Mother Earth” or “Father Sun”—

but even these are not universal. Norse and Egyptian cosmologies reversed 

those, seeing the Earth as male and the Sun as female. 

 

    To me, it’s important to ask why we assign these binaries in the first place. It 

doesn’t mean you can’t do so! I’m merely suggesting that we consider 

carefully what assumptions we’re making and whether our view is truly 

universal. Would it look that way to a bacteria cell or a mountain? 

 

8. When working with clients, generally keep the cosmology shamanic. It’s good to 

“translate” into ordinary language that the client will understand, but don’t share it 

from the perspective of your cosmology unless you advertise that way and your client 

shares your cosmology. Examples: 

 

a. Be mindful that what you assume is universal may not be. Many practitioners 

incorrectly assume, for example, that everyone says “Mother Earth” or “Great 

Spirit/Creator,” has a Yin/Yang binary, or accepts New Age beliefs. Clients 

can feel put-off by such assumptions. 
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b. If you advertise as a Celtic or Druidic practitioner and your client is also on 

that path, feel free to use Celtic frames.  

 

c. If you advertise as generic or cross-cultural shamanic, avoid culture-specific 

frames like Celtic, Lakota, etc. If you advertise as shamanic from a Christian 

practice, feel free to use Biblical frames.  

 

d. You might advertise one way (say cross-cultural) and your client shares that 

they have a different cosmology but one you are familiar with (say Christian), 

please translate so they’ll relate. You can say “guardian angel” instead of 

“helping spirit” and “Heaven” or “angelic realm” instead of “upper world.” 

 

e. Avoid imposing your unadvertised cosmology if the client does not share it. 

  

How the Shaman Works 

A common shamanic principle is that the real teachers and healers are in non-ordinary reality: 

the upper and lower worlds plus the spiritual aspect of the middle world. Celtic and other 

traditions don’t work with three worlds but rather two: simply a visible, physical world (the 

middle world) and an invisible realm (the equivalent of both the upper and lower worlds).  

 

1. The shaman works … by bringing through power via helping spirits (not ghosts) from 

the upper, lower, and middle worlds 

 

a. these include specific oversouls or “the spirits” (not ghosts) from the upper, 

lower, and middle worlds, such as ordinary reality animals, plants, and 

elements 

b. this power is accessed by connecting with their helping spirits via solid journey 

skills and other communication methods 

i. at first:  the spirits just come through you 

ii. later, as you develop skill:  the spirits start to ask more of you, to 

develop and add to theirs your own personal power, especially in the 

middle world; this work is most powerful if you have some physical 

strength and emotional stability (no drama queen) 

 

2. The shaman works … by connecting with and drawing power from the Land, 

Ancestors, and Descendants  

 

a. I’ve felt the importance of working with Place and getting outdoors. 

b. A big part of illness is our disconnection from the Land, ancestors, 

descendants; we live more in controlled indoor environments than outdoors 

feeling the changing seasons; we don’t have to go get water, it’s piped in; we 

don’t have to gather or grow food, etc. 

c. Being connected with your blood ancestors and lands as far back as you can 

not only brings through added power for any purpose but also helps protect the 

practitioner against curses (source: Dee Adams). 
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3. The shaman works … by engaging with tools that induce trance states 

 

a. In many traditions, shamans sing, dance, and drum for three days, then journey 

for 10 minutes. In some, the shaman who knows the most songs is considered 

the most powerful shaman. 

 

b. From an article by Mihali Hoppal and by the example of Pomo Shaman Essie 

Parrish: The refrains, which had to be repeated by competent assistants 

leading the whole audience, were essential to raise the shaman's soul energy.... 

Rhythmic words, melody and vibration inspired soul energy, enabling the 

shaman to sing ever more loudly, dance with vigour and liveliness, and carry 

the heavy human sufferings loaded on mirror or drum. A shaman's physical 

weakness was overcome not by wild improvisation but by constant repetition of 

the plain rhythmic patterns, the beloved tunes of the refrains sung by the 

assistant. —Mihali Hoppal, Music in Shamanic Healing 

 

4. The shaman works … by partnering with healing or power “tools,” including 

 

a. Sounds/songs and movement/dancing,  

b. Drums, rattles, or other monotonous percussion,  

c. ceremonies, rituals,  

d. stories and art,  

e. divination sticks, eye curtains, wooden or metal staff, soul catchers, or 

extraction tools, and more. 

 

5. The shaman works … by getting consent at every level: from the helping spirits, the 

ancestors, the land, the elements, the tools, and of course, and the client. Consent and 

permission are central tenets of ethical shamanism. 

 

How Shamanism Is Changing Today 

Shamanism is alive and so changes to meet the needs of the time and place. How is 

shamanism evolving today? 

Degree of Enlightenment in the Shaman 
 

1. Classical shamans in the past and nowadays are not expected to be enlightened; they 

can be a normal person or even a jerk as long as they can get into the nonegoic trance 

zone enough to merge with their helping spirits and hold the merge long enough to do 

healing work. 

 

2. Now humans are so overpopulated that our toxic thoughts matter. 

 

a. One person urinating once in a swimming pool doesn't matter much, but 50 

people doing so does matter, and 500, 5,000, orIn 5 billion can easily dump 

more waste into the energetic environment faster than it can be cleaned or 

absorbed. 
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b. So nowadays, practitioners need to do their own personal work to be as 

healthful and non-reactive as possible in terms of thoughts, emotions, and 

egoic states. It doesn’t mean we have to become saints or lamas, just tend to 

our personal work in an ongoing way. When one layer is cleared, start working 

on the next one. Hints: Look to heal the places where you  

• react or get upset, 

• are judgmental (of others or yourself), 

• “should” on yourself or others, feel righteous, 

• hear your voice and know that it’s not your true, authentic, soul-Self 

talking, or 

• want or need someone to change or be different in some way. 

Who Journeys? 
Most anyone can engage basic shamanism by journeying for themselves; such activities used 

to be the private domain of full-fledged shamans. 

 

Core Shamanic Techniques vs Full Shamanism with a Culture 
Also, most Westerners like me come from a “broken” shamanic lineage tradition. This means 

that shamanism was forcibly removed from my ancestors long ago, so I no longer have my 

own cultural elders to teach me. 

 

And that’s where core or generic or cross-cultural shamanism can help. We can learn 

underlying principles without cultural appropriation. Learning techniques is not enough; the 

techniques need to be embedded within a cultural belief system to be shamanism. 

 

As Westerners are trying to reclaim shamanism, some are not learning their own traditions. 

Some are bringing modern Western views to shamanism, which alters shamanism, and I think 

not for the best. Mainstream culture here and shamanism are at odds in many areas.  

 

Others are seeking out indigenous shamanic cultures, which often raises cultural appropriation 

concerns. Because the material realm has power in the middle world, I recommend honoring 

the shamanic tradition of your own ancestry for this physical lifetime. You will have to sort 

out what’s right for you. 

 

Need for Follow Up 
Huge cultural and lifestyle differences between indigenous shamanic peoples and modern 

Westerners mean that the shamanic work is going to be different. 

 

Immediate vs Delayed Treatment 
 
Indigenous: When a person in a shamanic culture experiences soul or power loss, the healers 

usually treat them promptly. 

Modern Westerners: Walk around with long-term soul loss, without having all cylinders firing 

for years, even decades. 

• Long-term soul loss means bad habits have set in, just like the walking 

wounded will limp, favor, or accommodate the wounded side; in addition to 

healing the original injury, we need to teach clients the importance of breaking 

the bad accommodating habit. 
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Shamanic vs Non-Shamanic Cultural Values and Beliefs 
 
Indigenous: People are embodied, connected with the rest of nature out of necessity, and lived 

in community. 

Modern Westerners: Mainstream cultural lifestyles mean we need to teach clients 

• to inhabit their body; 

• to connect with the rest of nature; and 

• the importance of community. 

 

Psychologizing Tendency 
Another change I sometimes see is that a number of modern Western practitioners tend to 

"psychologize" shamanism, which I think weakens shamanism. Both schools— shamanism 

and psychology—have tremendous value. But they are different approaches. Shamanism 

treats the spiritual aspect of illnesses, and the means to do so is spiritual, not psychological. 

 

New Age is Not Shamanism 
There are many, many differences between New Age beliefs and shamanism. Two primary 

ones that I want to mention now are just for starters, part of a long list. 

 

1. Shamanism works with helping spirits who do both the diagnosis and the healing; you 

generally don’t “figure it out” or rely on any “empathy” to diagnose or heal. 

 

2. Shamanism often employs journeying, sometimes called “flight of the soul.” In 

animism and much New Age work, the practitioner “picks up the phone” and talks to 

spirits; in shamanism, the practitioner goes where the spirits live to talk to them. 

(Thank you, Nicholas Breeze Wood of Sacred Hoop, for this distinction. 

 

Administrative & Paperwork Aspects 

When to Start Charging for Services 
If your practice is a new one, wait to charge set fees until you have enough experience to 

know that you’re consistently getting pretty good results (~80% or better). Humility lesson: 

remember that old-time shamans in some traditions were killed if they didn’t get good results. 

We’ll discuss this more in our Ethics class. 

 

Client Forms 
I use a lot of forms and keep fairly detailed records, but many practitioners don’t use any. 

There’s no right or wrong; talk to your helping spirits and see what works for you. If you 

*do* use forms and keep notes, safeguard access to them to ensure that they remain 

confidential and are properly disposed of after your death. 

Some Forms I Use/Records I Keep (Links to all these forms are on your portal page) 
1. Shamanic Clients Database (Open Office or Excel spreadsheet) & Income Records 

2. Client History/Intake Form (have them fill out on arrival or in advance) 

3. Consent for Disclosure of Medical Record Info (rare; only if they want me to talk to their 

therapist, doctor, minister, or anyone else) 

4. Healing Session Evaluation (for my use; client never sees this) 
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Insurance 

Liability insurance is required if you give classes at retreat centers; if you work out of your 

home, you can add a liability rider to your homeowner's policy. I’m told that Hartford and 

perhaps other mainstream insurance companies offer insurance. The one I use is Energy 

Medicine Professional Association. 

 

Minister’s License (Touching) 
You need a license if you touch someone, even touching their shoulder for soul retrieval. If 

you have a massage license, you’re usually covered. If not, a minister’s license is needed. I 

have mine through a shamanic church called Circle of the Sacred Earth. I's about $150 per 

year. Less expensive options exist if you prefer to explore them. 

 

Keeping Up with Shamanic Trends and Practices 
I recommend keeping in touch with me and other practitioners. It can help to join one or more 

organized shamanic associations and to regularly read reputable shamanic journals. Be 

mindful that lots of unreliable material is out there, so choose carefully. 

 

Recommended Shamanic Associations 
• Foundation for Shamanic Studies (anyone can join by paying annual dues) 

• Society for Shamanic Practice (anyone can join by paying annual dues) 

 

Recommended Shamanic Journals 
• Sacred Hoop (pdf e-subscription) 

• Society for Shamanic Practice SSP (twice/yr) 

• Foundation for Shamanic Studies 

• Shaman’s Drum 

http://www.energymedicineprofessionalassociation.com/
http://www.energymedicineprofessionalassociation.com/
http://circleofthesacredearth.org/
https://www.shamanism.org/
https://shamanicpractice.org/
http://www.sacredhoop.org/Pages/Subscribe.html
https://shamanicpractice.org/about/what-is-a-shamanic-practitioner/
https://www.shamanism.org/join/index.html
http://www.shamansdrumfoundation.org/

