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It is an almost archetypal story.  The sincere outsider appears at some Native 
American, or otherwise shamanic event.  It's a sweat lodge, a moon ceremony, or a 
sacred dance.  Without really understanding what is going on, the outsider is--
intrigued...  made to feel--something!   Described perhaps as "roots," or "mystical 
family," or even as a "mysterious spiritual groundedness," the feeling is strong 
enough to bring her or him around again.  And later on again, and again.  Until 
perhaps a tie is formed to the group, or the teacher--a habit of participating.   

Now time passes.  She or he learns (feeling awkward at first) a chant, and 
then maybe a few more, or how to make prayer ties, or smudge, or light a conscious 
fire.  Months and then years roll by.  Our outsider, this sincere seeker, has become 
apprenticed, with a medicine name, a personal totem animal, and some standing in 
the circle.   

But in all this time, it is very often the case that no verbal explanation has 
been given for what is going on here.  A worldview utterly different from the 
dominant culture assumptions our outsider grew up with is implicit in every little 
move the teachers make--but it is very often not put into words.  The adopted one, 
the growing apprentice, may have crossed, five or ten years down the line, quite far 
into this shamanic world.  Yet she or he too may remain less than articulate around 
this central issue. 

Why is this? 
Well, the "knowing" here arises most intimately out of "doing."  In the strict 

path of oral, aboriginal spirituality, "speaking" about the knowing is--almost 
irrelevant.  After all, when you know it, you don't need to speak.  And before, the 
old ones would ask, before--would that speaking be of any help? 

But let us now imagine something different under the sun.  Suppose, at 
some chilly, pre-dawn ceremony, you were able to question what we might call a 
"Rainbow Initiate."  This person, we shall stipulate, has managed somehow to marry 
a bright western mind to the deep, feminine aboriginal heart.  And, as you gather in 
kindling for the lodge fire that is to welcome a friend back from vision quest, you 
are able to approach this Rainbow Teacher and pose a question.  It is one that has 
tormented you increasingly.  You offer tobacco.  After a minute you speak. 

"But what really," you say, "is this all about?" 
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The Initiate is whittling shavings.  She stops and looks eastward, searching 
for the dim glimmer of false dawn.  It is not yet upon the horizon. 

"Look," she says finally  "Everything, all around you, is alive, conscious, 
and wants to dance with you."   

Suddenly, a rustling emerges from the nearby pile of cordwood.  You jump, 
startled, at the noise.  A field mouse scurries away in the dark.  The Teacher nods 
and goes on. 

"Now the language is problematic," she says.  "I could say 'talk to you' as 
well as 'dance with you.'  And of course, the word 'everything' is completely wrong.  
English sees dead lumps everywhere.  But it's not 'things'--it's 'ones.'  Only if I say 
'everyone,' you'll think I just mean two-legged people.  Which I don't.  I mean all of 
us--stone people, plant people, animal people, as well as two-leggeds.  All alive.  All 
conscious.  All quite willing to love you." 

Piles of kindling arrive, brought out of the darkness by other hands.  That 
you are learning, instead of gathering, no one seems to mind.  The work is the 
prayer here.  But then, so are learning and healing.  You try to wrap your mind 
around the Teacher's profound statement of universal consciousness.  It doesn't 
sound primitive.  You remain silent.  Perhaps that is good, because the Rainbow 
Initiate continues now. 

"The tree people," she whispers, gesturing at the cordwood, "that mouse 
person.  Your car, your jacket, your left shoe.  Each one of them can be your helper, 
your friend, and your teacher.  Outside of native culture, the closest thing I've ever 
seen to this is the storybook world of children's fairy tales.  But I tell you, I have 
come now to live in that fairy tale world.  I am safe and increasingly healthy in my 
adventures there--no longer addicted, damaged, or depressed by a dead world." 

Downhill to the east, gray light now outlines the horizon against the tree 
branches.  There are buds, but no leaves yet.  The teacher sends someone off to 
bring in the faster.  A tiny breeze springs up and rustles the dry grasses around us.  It 
is cold.  She whittles shavings. 

"So that's it?" you say, growing restless. 
"No, that's not it," she says.  "There are three more steps to the crossing.  

But you can't just hear them--or even just understand them.  You have to work with 
them steadily for months or years."  She stops.  She looks directly at you.  In the 
thinning darkness, her face is round, moonlike.  "Here," she says, handing over the 
knife and the dead branches, "can you whittle shavings?"  You smile and begin 
cutting shavings. 
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"Step two," she says.  "Step two.  Your own gratitude and respect start 
the dance, initiate the conversation.  Can you grasp this?  Your worldview 
involves you in enormous discourtesy.  You are, every day of your life, terminally 
impolite.  You treat all these living beings as if they were dead things.  So of course, 
the vast majority of them turn away from you.  Deeply saddened, frightened of your 
destructive powers, they play dead and hope you will go away.  So you have to 
reverse that." 

Her knife is sharp.  Shavings fly into the firepit.  A small, chilly gust 
animates some of them.   They walk and waddle slowly towards the Teacher.  She 
picks one up and holds it out to you in her two fingers. 

"To anybody," she says, "friend or foe, dragon or princess--any energy 
whatsoever that comes around you--whether in dream or waking reality, you can 
take the same courteous attitude.  It begins with:  thank you for being here.  It goes 
on to:  what can I do for you, what do you need from me?  And it ends with:  what 
do you have to tell me or show me?" 1 

You take the curl of wood from her.   
"This shaving person," she says, "she wants to go home with you and 

remind you of this conversation.  She says to tell you that each act of politeness to 
one of her kind is like a single shaving.  It will take many such acts to form the 
blaze of you new shamanic consciousness.  Be patient, she says, and treat each 
shaving as if it matters, and soon you will feel their life." 

The eastern horizon is pink now.  Lines of color, from orange, to yellow, to 
blue, to black, advance quietly into the sky.  Up the path, wrapped in a ceremonial 
turtle blanket, comes the vision quest person—back from the symbolic “dead” of an 
outdoor fast.  The Teacher stands up and stretches.   On the four by four grid of logs 
that forms the center of the firepit, she begins dedicating and placing rocks.   

"Hand me stone people, please," she says.  You pocket the special shaving 
and bend to the work.  The vision quest- person sits down nearby.  Around him is 
something different--a deep, wild, almost articulate silence.  Until after the lodge, he 
is still "dead" to you, alive only in the land of the spirits.  As instructed, you ignore 
him. 

"Feelings," says the Rainbow Teacher, finished with the stones.  "Feelings.   
That is step three.  Your own feelings are the music of the dance, the language of 
the conversation.  I deal with all kinds of people.  Some are so clairvoyant it is as if 

                                         
1This three step process is spoken of in Stephen Gallegos's book, THE PERSONAL TOTEM POLE.  But I 

believe it has a much broader range of application than he there gives it. 
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they had cable TV in their heads.  Fifty different channels they can pick up.  Others 
are nothing like this.  If, once in their whole life, they have a waking vision--that 
will be a lot.  But that is what is so beautiful about step three.  That difference 
doesn't matter at all." 

Placed carefully by prayerful hands, a teepee of kindling is growing up now 
around the pile of stones.  You help, trying to comprehend what was just said.   

"Look at it this way," says the Rainbow Teacher.  "If you are not a powerful 
psychic, you have to learn to listen to your own quiet, intuitive feelings.  It is 
through them that the tree-person, the shaving, or the fire itself will talk to you.  
Maybe later, or someday, you'll translate it into words.  But the bottom line is still 
feelings.  Because, you see, even if you are a big time psychic, you learn very 
quickly that you can tune into the craziest, most bizarre and unbalanced things.  And 
how do you tell what's what?  What do you trust?  Well that's precisely it again.  
Step three.  Your own quiet, intutive feelings about the stuff.  That's what you trust.  
The common language spoken by all the different consciosnesses that make up our 
reality is not thought--it is what we call feelings." 

The fire is laid now.  The teacher sprinkles tobacco in a circle around it, 
asking the elemental fire person to stay within and heat our lodge stones.  Then, 
with a chant, from each of the four directions, it is lit.  Daylight is coming up fast.  
You turn to covering the lodge with blankets and tarps.  The explanation, perhaps, is 
over.  But one step is still missling.  You break the silence and ask. 

"What about the fourth step?" 
"What are first three?" the Teacher replies.   
You stammer out your recollection.  Everything--no!  . . .everyone around 

us is conscious and wants to talk.  Our own respect and gratitude start the 
conversation.  And our own quiet feelings are the language to use.  The teacher 
smiles.  She seems glad to find us listening.   

"Pretty good," she says grinning, "Did you know that the mystical traditions 
of almost all the world's great religions hold to something like that?  It's just that you 
have to be an old, gray monk before they tell you that part." 

"Thank you," you say.  And then, not to be put off, you add, "And the fourth 
step please?" 

"The fourth step?" she says.  "The fourth step is different for different 
people.  It's tricky." 

"Really?" you say, "well what is it for me?" 
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"For you?" she says.  "For you!?" 
"Yes." 
"Well I guess for your kind," she says finally, "it would be this.  Stay local, 

grounded, and find your OWN way.  You are not only too much in your head, you 
are also pretty far from the God-energy in your immediate, planetary environment.  
Stick with this life (not the next), this day (not yesterday or tomorrow), this air, 
water, and forest (leave them better than you found them).  The highest godhead 
flows life, consciousness, and personhood into the tiniest pebble in your shoe.  Stop 
trying to go 'straight to the top,' and let that pebble person become a patient, spiral 
path.  Make friends.  Bless and thank your food.  Help out.  And all your relations 
will help you back." 

"Thank you," you say.  "That helps." 
"Only if you work with it," she says.  "Only if you practice and use your 

mind to wean yourself from too much mind." 
"I wonder how long it will take?" you mutter, absently. 
"How many shavings does it take to make a lodge fire?" 
 
 

Coach Thyself 
Bless Your Food 
Michael Reddy, Ph.D. 

“So, what ceremonies can we perform?”  One of us sitting with a teacher of 
Native American shamanism asked this question.  On the last, weary day of a 
screening intensive, we also wondered:  who would be accepted as apprentices?  
“Well,” replied the elder to the question about ceremonies, “you can say grace 
before meals.”  Two people laughed out loud.  It was a seemingly trivial permission.  
I’m not sure they made the cut. 

I didn’t laugh, because the whole thrust of 10 increasingly sleepless days 
had been a kind of spiritual planetary ecology.  Physical reality is alive and 
conscious.  It (or “she”) wants to talk to you, dance with you, and love you.  And 
guess what:  she feeds you.  And if you want to emerge from the inert world of 
mechanical lumps and bumps into the living one that knows and loves you--best 
start by practicing respect and gratitude for all the little deaths that sustain your life. 
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“Thanks to all the beings that gave up their lives so that we could have this 
food to eat.”  That was the grace that was said every meal during the screening.  
Sometimes the elder would even single out the species present in the food.  “Thank 
you squash-tribe, and you too, turkey-person.”  Sometimes it ended with:  “May 
your brothers and sisters thrive always, and accept one day our bodies as food for 
you.” 

There it was—this profound gratitude and respect for the fundamental 
reality of this plane:  we burn here like flames only so long as the fuel of other, 
once-living beings nourishes us.  Life eats life here.  We are embodied in the 
feminine material of the Mother Earth and had best stay in harmony with how She 
recycles these bodies of all her children.  If we honor and give thanks for the little 
deaths that keep us alive, perhaps we can avoid the big deaths—the extinctions, 
population explosions, famines, and ultimately wars of ecological chaos. 

How different this Native grace was from the Catholic one I grew up with.  
“Bless us O Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive, from thy 
bounty…”  As if this guy, like some medieval duke off in the heavens, somehow 
owned, stored, and distributed all the food.  Jewish and Baha’i graces seem to 
follow the same trend.  The god in the sky (not goddess in the Earth) is praised for 
the food, as if it falls like pre-packaged manna from the heavens.i  On the other 
hand, I know some Jewish blessings do single out a source, like “fruit of a tree.” 

The most common Hindu grace, a verse from the Bhagavad Gita (4-24), is a 
little tricky to render into English.  But, as I read it, it comes a bit closer to the 
shamanic grace.  Put very loosely:  “This food is the god-energy, and we are the 
god-energy offering it to the god-energy fire of digestion within us—and we 
become the god-energy by realizing this.”  Though this stays distant from the 
feminine, ecological realities of our planet, still, that “god-energy” is immanent and 
conscious.  So this grace affirms, not the dead world, but a living, loving awareness 
of which everything is made. 

Twenty-seven years after sitting in that shamanic intensive, I have seven 
elements that cycle in and out of my grace before meals.  I’ll share them here, in 
case any seem worth incorporating into your own.  They constitute a shaman’s 
grace, adapted to modern life.  But, however you do it, I urge you to think about and 
practice some form of respect and gratitude for the origins of your food.  It’s not a 
trivial prayer—especially in an age of ecological breakdown. 

Elements (1), (2), (5), and (6) below are pretty constant; the others enter 
when I have time.  Square brackets indicate alternate wordings.  (1) Thanks to you 
on the plate who have died [changed form] so that I might live.  (2) May your 
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brothers and sisters [or species] survive and thrive.  I offer them one day my body in 
return.  (3) I cleanse you of any energies disturbed by difficult lives and deaths, 
especially where caused by humans, and of all impurities introduced by pushy 
human cultivation.  (4) And thanks in particular today to the [corn-people (pick one 
food)].  (5) Namaste [I greet the god-energy in all of you].  (6) I surrender to the 
healing, health, and happiness that come when I consume you in this sacred manner.  
(7) And I thank you for providing me with intuitive knowledge of what and how 
much of you to eat when. 

I also have a shorter grace, slightly humorous, that I love because it 
emphasizes our unity with all life.  It’s based on “you are what you eat.”  Thinking 
of myself as a vast assemblage of cells, I look at my meal and say "We who were 
you yesterday cherish and thank you who will be us tomorrow. 

                                         
i On Wikipedia, search “grace_(prayer)” 


