Mystery Loves Company
1999 was a rough year. Despondent over my divorce, likely more due to ego than lost love, I
had also lost my job when the herbal company of which I was general manager sold, and I
broke my back on Valentine's Day doing squats. I was down and drinking heavily again. I
needed something to move me in the right direction. In June, friends got me in touch with
Jim Miller, a Lakota spiritual leader from Porcupine, South Dakota. He invited me to participate in a hanbleceya, a vision quest. After several years of going on the hill, as it's also
known by the Lakota, I began to Sun Dance with Jim and others. I danced for seven years
and assisted for at least four more, at which time I felt my commitment was complete.
Some people have amazing experiences on the hill or during Sun Dance. To be struck by
lightning is among the most profound. This is an honor, a sign of acceptance by the Thunder
Beings for a special role. There is evidence some indigenous people harnessed lightning,
directing it into the earth to fertilize the soil and to create atmospheric conditions conducive to health. They knew how to create all they needed from a union of the earth and sky.
Ceremony teaches us to develop this union in physical and nonphysical ways.
I haven’t been hit by lightning yet, but I saw and heard spirits, heard native children laughing who lived at least a hundred years ago, and witnessed the screams and destruction of an
Indian village of which I was a part when soldiers attacked it. These may be interesting, but
the real thing is how ceremony begins to infiltrate day-to-day behavior.

First, it is important to understand that Jim Miller was not always a spiritual leader. A product of the reservation system and boarding schools, Jim experienced physical abuse, sexual
abuse, drug abuse and cultural depredations. A decorated Vietnam Combat veteran, he also
was in the federal prison system after being captured by U.S. Marshals following a shootout
at Wounded Knee in 1973. His story has evolved from hate, anger, pain, addiction, violence
and hopelessness to love and compassion. The risks he took to open his ceremonies to all
people are evidence that he truly walks the Red Road: the Lakotas’ road of consciousness
and strength. His experiences shaped mine through reconciliation with others, as well as
with my own heart.
In my first sweat with Jim, he gave those of us who would go on the hill instructions on how
to prepare. The preparations included getting materials needed for the hochoka, the sacred
altar space. These preparations protect a person when on hanbleceya. I needed to understand I was going before forces and spirits normally not sensed during daily Western life.
Being exposed in such a way during days of fasting and prayer calls these powers in. Just
exactly what they may do, one never knows. Hence, one must prepare for anything. Jim runs
very hot sweat lodges. That did not dissuade me, so after the lodge, I went home and got
ready to go on the hill.
A week later, we met Jim for another lodge right before we went up. It was even hotter.
Knowing I would be without water for up to four days made me more attached to the sweat
flowing from my pores. Jim said someone would get us when it was time to come down, and
we’d go back into the lodge for another purification. There, we’d say whatever we wanted,
then have a shower and a meal.
I soon realized how much support we receive in ceremony. The support – which is the energetic support of a greater collective, connected consciousness – came through family supporters, spirits, sights, sounds, feelings, dreams and perceptions. Despite the support, I suffered. I spent hours kneeling in my hochoka with my face to the ground. There were moments of pure bliss, too. Moonlight. Starlight. Incredible peace. One night I was kept company by the most beautiful bird sounds I’d ever heard. When Jim came to get us, I asked him
what kind they were. He shook his head in disbelief and quietly said, “Birds.”
‘Ohhhhh,’ I thought to myself as the light came on, ‘they were spirits.’
My hardest hanbleceya was when I was alone on the west face of the Bridger Mountains in
Montana in July 2010. I had some shade, but it was really hot. It was the only vision quest
during which I did not recover during the night. What made matters worse was that my hochoka was above a cool mountain stream I heard below. Thirst was truly maddening.
Why do this? To show the spirits we are serious about the vows we make, whether they are
for us personally, for loved ones or for something else. Basically, we ask for two things: help
and health. Engaging in ceremony can bring about the space and conscious action more
conducive to fulfilling such requests and living our life’s purpose. Central to all of this is the
ceremonial space in which we offer heartfelt and heartful gratitude for what we have received to be where we are at that moment in time and space.
Enter don Oscar Miro-Quesada. Don Oscar is a Peruvian shaman and so much more. I first
heard don Oscar speak during a webinar with Barbara Marx Hubbard in 2012 and thought,
‘He seems authentic.’ Consequently, my antennae were strongly activated, to discern if he
was what he seemed to be. When I heard don Oscar was going to do an online shaman
course, I thought, ‘Oh, no. Not you, too.’ I was dismayed he would disseminate his knowledge that way. But I soon had another thought. ‘Well, if anything is going to be transmitted

through the online ethers, it may as well be shamanism.’ So, I enrolled. Later don Oscar expressed the same misgivings about teaching online, and then had the same change of heart,
so to speak. Although I immediately accepted his information, I still was not sure about the
man. I have authority issues.
The real test came the first time don Oscar and I met face to face at a retreat he offered to
about fifty other people. It was well over a year after my initial virtual encounter with him. I
still wasn’t sure if he was all he seemed. Early one morning I went into our altar room without anyone there. I had no preconception or thought. I just wanted to be there alone. Once
inside, I was encompassed by the most embracing, compassionate energy, coming from everyone’s personal altars, as well as don Oscar’s altars.
‘This is real,’ I thought. ‘This can’t be faked.’ I felt sacred space before, but never like that.
Things got more real. Late one evening, don Oscar led us on a shamanic journey of death
and rebirth. I soon was joined by one of my animal allies ~ a cougar. I became one, too. We
ran together through the night desert. Once we stopped at a frozen waterhole. I saw our images reflected in the ice. We scratched it up with our claws. Then I was on my own. I ran.
And I killed. I killed every animal I came across. I ran them down. I ambushed them from the
trees. Every kill was like catnip on steroids to me. I reveled in knowing everything was
afraid of and ran from me. Consumed by and confident in my power I attacked a grizzly
bear. I jumped on his back. I hooked my claws into his muscles and sunk my teeth into his
neck so deeply I felt his fur in the back of my throat. Retractable claws have to be one of the
greatest adaptations in nature. Then a funny thing happened. He killed me so fast I have no
idea how he did it. He buried me under a pile of leaves and loose dirt. I was dead. Deader
than dead. Nothing. I completely decomposed into a void.
At some point I heard don Oscar’s voice telling us to come back. I didn’t want to. Somehow I
reassumed my human form and became aware of lying on the floor. I finally sat up. Each
person in the room seemed to be in a various state of return. What eventually brought me
back to full consciousness were really stinky feet. The smell came from the man sitting to
my left. I wondered why I didn’t notice it before. I discreetly leaned toward him, only to find
the smell was not coming from his feet. It was coming from the woman on my right and getting worse. I leaned toward her to make sure I had found the offender, but no, the smell
wasn’t coming from her either. I looked down at my feet. ‘No!’ I thought. As I bent over to
check mine out, my nose passed over my cougar tooth necklace. That was it! I had decomposed so completely my cougar tooth necklace smelled rotten. I had to get out of there. I
went to my room as quickly as possible.
The smell was nasty. My chest reeked, so maybe it was coming from the inside of me. I
thought my heart had gone bad. I put Florida Water on the tooth and more on my chest,
then showered. By morning the tooth was only faintly offensive, but I noticed some of the
outer enamel was gone, which may be a testimony to the realness of the experience.
Thus began a more committed relationship to don Oscar and what it is I am supposed to do.
For me, the lessons have come more from reflection rather than revelation. Voices or visions are not necessarily important. What is important is how the impact of ceremonial experience builds over time as one takes appropriate action. I have listed some my lessons
below. They are not in order of importance, as they are all connected.
Appreciation
It is almost incomprehensible what thirst can do to a person and how good water can taste
to someone almost dead from dehydration. Water is the best medicine. Nothing teaches ap-

preciation like that first drink of water after hot days without it. Nothing. As I learn to appreciate everything like that first drink of water, I realize how much I am given each day. It
took me years to understand that sitting on the hill in peaceful contemplation and appreciation is perhaps more important than asking for something.
Humility
After a few minutes in a sweat lodge with Jim, it was impossible to feel I was better than
anything else. If I could have breathed I would have screamed out for mercy. Selfimportance has no place in the abode of spirits, which means it has no place in daily life.
Compassion
Compassion never goes out of style. Compassion is not weakness. It is not stupidity. Frequently it simply entails choosing love over fear, kindness over arrogance, respect over neglect. Compassion comes from strength. Thus, true compassion simply cannot make the recipient of another’s compassion dependent upon it. In other words, compassion strengthens
both the giver and receiver. We may fear compassion because we fear making a person dependent upon us. The fact is, sometimes a handout is exactly what is needed. Unconditional
compassion has a place. Be kind.
Being present
Being present makes a good teacher great and a great relationship terrific. The power of the
moment of being totally present in space and time is so elusive, but it focuses and releases
our power, which then becomes so inclusive. It keeps our energy from being siphoned off by
distraction. Think of how you are when you are actively engaged with life in the moment.
Being present leads us to…
Sacred Space
Spirits respond to sacred space. It begins in our heart. It extends into the world and beyond.
I had no idea how important it is to create this until recently. Sacred space creates resonance with the unseen world of support and guidance. Creating, maintaining, sharing and
carrying sacred space is one of the most important things I can do. It is the welcoming environment in which spirits come in and ask, “What do you want?” Sacred space is immanently
connected to ceremony. Anyone can create ceremony and sacred space. It does not depend
upon dogma or giving away one’s power to be in the sacred space of another.
Shapeshifting
Everything shapeshifts. Shapeshifting is foundational to spiritual and shamanic practice. It
is the constant motion and interplay of energy. It can be as easy as changing one’s mind.
When I change my relationship to a situation, I change the situation. Interacting with the
world with the conscious intent of allowing it to shapeshift for the greatest good is high
magic. Shapeshifting the body in a dream is an indication of growing personal power.
Shapeshifting can carry over into physical life. People do shapeshift into animals. Shapeshifting also means allowing other people, especially those we love, to shapeshift into what
they need to become. Often it requires letting go, which requires trust. Sustainability is not
the goal. Shapeshifting is the goal. It is the change that creates the charge and the enhancement of the environment and sentient consciousness. Sustainability is an outcome of conscious shapeshifting. This means we get what we need when we allow change.
Giving and receiving
In the modern world, it is becoming harder to maintain the connection with what gives us
life. Giving and receiving are types of shapeshifting. Shapeshifting is part of the natural order; squeezing things out of shape to survive is not. Right relationship acknowledges the
connection of everything through the dynamic flow of interaction.

Surrender
But don’t give your power away. Surrender is required, yet unique for each person. Going
on the hill can break down one’s resistance to whatever it is one is to accept in order to become what one is to be. Surrender is a source of true personal power. It is energy paradoxically created through simultaneous fusion and fission.
Intent
Life has power and purpose when one has intent and purpose. Intent shapeshifts the energy
around us into the form we intend, up to a point. But intent never provides us with unfettered creation. We are connected to others, and thus impacted by the activities and creativities of others. I’ve learned that shapeshifting heart and mind, losing self-importance, and
keeping my sense of humor are much more enjoyable ways of using intent compassionately,
rather than trying to force something into existence that may cause more harm than good.
Paradox
The spiritual world opened up by hanbleceya is a paradox. Nothing was as it seemed once I
began to see things for what they could be, which is often more than I can imagine. Keener
observation led me to understand I will never understand it all, while opening my world
and senses to ever greater mystery and the appreciation of it. Paradox creates an enlivening
sense of awe and wonder, trumping the boring world of where I think I know it all.
Science and Magic
Jim once said, “What you call science I call magic and what you call magic I call science.” The
cultural potential for misunderstanding is rife in this statement. Yet, quantum physics
merges science and magic, both of which can be thought of as intended creation, into a compatible relationship of support rather than separation. I consider science and magic as the
same side of the same coin. Intent is on the other.
Forgiveness
Forgiveness relieves karma and life presents a cornucopia of opportunities to make up for
screw ups. One way things can work is that when we do not forgive, the energy of the past
stays with us and needs to be balanced in some way. However, with true, heartfelt and unconditional forgiveness, there is no need for us to re-experience a path that someone else
needs to learn necessary lessons. Through forgiveness, expression is manifested, karma is
balanced and the soul’s evolution continues on new paths and in new ways.
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