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The Ecstatic Experience

“Continuing the pioneering research of the late anthropologist Felicitas Goodman, her close friend and fellow researcher Belinda Gore presents twenty sacred postures that induce and facilitate the experience of religious ecstatic trance. Those who long for ecstasy have in this book a rich resource of simple strategies and proven ritual to achieve and satisfy that human craving.”

JOHN J. PILCH, PH.D., PROFESSOR AT

GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY AND

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR

SHAMANISTIC RESEARCH,

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY

“The work of Felicitas Goodman provides the best proof yet of the actual existence of an alternate reality and our hardwiring to connect with it. Belinda Gore continues Goodman’s work, throwing open a door that’s been sealed too long and showing the way back to this earliest of living traditions that was once common practice among ancient peoples.”

LAURA LEE, HOST OF

THE LAURA LEE SHOW

“In 1977, the anthropologist Felicitas Goodman discovered that our bodies are hard-wired to access certain states of consciousness when we assume specific postures while being stimulated by rattling or drumming. She revived a ritual tradition that has been used for more than 35,000 years. The Ecstatic Experience is the first significant new research on sacred body postures since the death of Goodman in 2005. Belinda Gore has carried on the work of Dr. Goodman by doing continual research on new postures as they’ve been discovered, and now she offers 20 more ritual body postures that give us more ancient secrets that unlock the ancient wisdom hidden right in our own bodies. Long ago, these postures were a form of global communication that predates writing. As a library of humankind’s emergence, they are a direct link to the archaic mind, and working with them could inspire us to create a healthy, imaginative world again. I recommend this book because by studying it and using the CD for rattling and drumming, you can discover the ancient codes of healing and transformation.”

BARBARA HAND CLOW, AUTHOR OF

THE MAYAN CODE: TIME ACCELERATION

AND AWAKENING THE WORLD MIND
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To my mother, Sara,
 who throughout her life was an
 inspiring teacher
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Without the wise guidance and encouragement of Barbara Hand Clow, this book would never have been born. In 1994 she took me under her wing and led me through the process of publishing Ecstatic Body Postures: An Alternate Reality Workbook. At the time Barbara and her husband, Gerry, owned Bear and Company Publishers and it was a great gift that they helped me birth my first book. Some years later, Barbara and Gerry sold Bear and Company to Inner Traditions, and thankfully Jon Graham was an enthusiastic editor who welcomed my new manuscript. I have had the pleasure of working with Laura Schlivek and the team at Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, and appreciate their support and professionalism that have made this book better than I could have imagined.

Throughout the book I have referred to individuals who came to monthly postures groups at my home and others who attended workshops both at The Cuyamungue Institute and around the United States. To protect their privacy, I have changed some names in the text, but I want to thank them all, especially Explorer Group members Merry, John, Pam, Jennifer, Sharon, another John, Michele, Bruce, Dominic, Jewelene, Geoff, Olga, and Ruth.

The Cuyamungue Institute continues to thrive thanks to a wonderful board of directors: Rae LeCompte, Jackie Haworth, Stephanie Stephens, John Pilch, and Nancy Sharp. We rely on our administrative director, Frances Wilson, to look after the Institute, handle workshop registrations, fill orders from the online store, welcome visitors, and thousands of other tasks small and large. It is a challenging role and thankfully over the years there have been outstanding people who have nurtured the land and the fledgling Institute. I can never express enough gratitude to Judy Morse, Linda Schroth, Carol Lang, and Joan Scott for their years of service.

Along the journey, I met the love of my life, who shares the ups and downs, and who knows to take me sailing when I have been too long at the computer. Thank you, John, for everything you are to me.
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This book has been gestating for over a decade. Weeks after the publication of Ecstatic Body Postures: An Alternate Reality Workbook1 in 1995, I began gathering new postures to investigate during ecstatic trance workshops and ongoing groups. My intention was to organize them with the material that had been emerging to help us understand this wonderful and elusive quality we call ecstasy. Over the years, I would seem to be finishing the manuscript when a new insight would surface and I would begin again. When I think of the changes in my understanding, both of the impact of the use of sacred postures as well as the practices for sustaining expansion of consciousness, I realize how necessary this long gestation period has been.

Then on March 30, 2005, Felicitas Goodman, my friend and teacher, died. Now that she is no longer around for questions and conversation about our shared work, I appreciate even more her great wisdom and insight as a scholar, and I miss her. It is a tribute to her courage that throughout the ninety-one years of her life she was always willing to explore new territory, both as an anthropologist and as a woman, and she had the genius to recognize what she found. Her personal story about the discovery of sacred postures and her initial research about their use are told in her book Where the Spirits Ride the Wind.2 Her study of the use of ritual postures in the spiritual practices of indigenous people around the world revived the practice of ecstatic trance at a time when the world is greatly in need of methods that can provide us with guidance and vitality. As she prepared to make her final journey to what she called the Alternate Reality, to live among her beloved spirit friends, she bequeathed the Cuyamungue Institute, which she founded as the center for education and research about the sacred postures, to those of us in the next generation. We are honored to carry on her legacy, and we are indebted to the hundreds of workshop participants with whom we have worked over the years.

Ecstatic trance has become a way of life for me, as natural now as breathing, but it took me a long time to recognize that it is a spiritual practice with many similarities to transcendent practices, both ecstatic and contemplative, throughout human history. I am not an anthropologist, like Felicitas, but rather a psychologist and a spiritual practitioner interested in the needs of those of us who are in the midst of global changes unlike anything humans have ever experienced. In my work with individuals, groups, and organizations, I have recognized that the key elements in ecstatic trance include precisely those tools and practices that can sustain us in these times of change. Medicine women and shamans around the world understood how to establish and maintain a relationship with the world of spirit. We can learn so much from them and, by combining their knowledge with our highly evolved left-brain thinking, can create a bridge to a new future for humanity.

For nearly three decades, Felicitas’s research revived a tradition—at least thirty-six thousand years old—that uses the capacity of the human nervous system to alter its functioning very precisely in order to enter expanded or nonordinary states of consciousness. Using a collection of ritual body postures from the artwork of hunter-gatherer and horticultural people as a doorway to the world of spirit, this state known as ecstatic trance is achieved through a relatively simple, safe, and teachable method. It is evidence of the amazing durability of these sacred postures that groups of urbanized and technologically sophisticated women and men can assume the same body positions shown in the artwork of Paleolithic fishermen or Uzbekistani shamans and find themselves journeying into nonordinary states of consciousness, presumably in ways similar to these unknown ancestors.

Other anthropologists have recognized the potential in carvings and pottery figures as instructional pieces. In his last book, The Active Side of Infinity, Carlos Castaneda wrote, “some of the archeological pieces… had the capacity to produce… a shift of the assemblage point.”3 The assemblage point is his term for a Toltec concept that describes a perceptual organizing point, oddly enough in the upper back, that structures the way we receive input from the surrounding world and make sense of it. He was suggesting that some pieces of artwork found by archaeologists have such potent energy that they can induce a trance or nonordi-nary state of consciousness.

Another way to get our mental arms around this phenomenon of sacred postures is to consider them as codes. Rupert Sheldrake’s theory of morphogenic fields suggests that there are invisible fields of energy that organize all systems in nature.4 By enacting a simple ritual that includes assuming a body position shown in an archaeological statue or drawing, we can enter into morphogenic resonance with that artwork. Our bodies assume the same pose and we alert our nervous systems to attune to more subtle energy so that we can align with the same field as that represented by the statue. These morphogenic fields were fed by our ancestors’ ritual activity that was designed to help them live in harmonious relationship with the spirit world. The sacred postures may be considered codes for finding similar ways to live in balance with the Alternate Reality.

During her last days, after several strokes had left Felicitas mostly unable to talk, I would read to her from her book My Last Forty Days: A Visionary Journey Among the Pueblo Spirits.5 In the fall of 1995 she had told me that she was working on a new book but she could not tell me what it was about because it was a secret. Her eyes sparkled with a mischievous gleam as she told me that the book was a special gift given to her by the spirits. As it turned out, the story is a tale about her own death, a visionary story about the traditional forty days in Pueblo spiritual teachings between the time when someone dies and when she becomes a spirit. Written with her characteristic humor and wonderful storytelling style, Felicitas portrayed the process that she expected to undergo when the time came for her to die. After the strokes, I knew that it would soon be time for her to actually take that journey.

As I sat on her bed in the nursing home, reading to her, I would occasionally pause. “This is a good story, isn’t it?” I would say. She would smile and nod. “Do you remember that you are the one who wrote this story?” I asked. No, she did not remember, but it pleased her that she had actually written this book that she was enjoying so much. Interspersed among the times spent reading were simple, straightforward conversations about what would happen when she died and would finally become a spirit herself. Since we knew how to make the journey to the Realm of the Dead using the sacred posture just for that purpose, I reminded her that I could visit her there and that one day I would join her when it was my time to die.

I thought maybe I was overdoing it with talking about dying but given the brain damage from the strokes I wanted to be sure she remembered how to make the journey to the Alternate Reality. Then one day, after some confused efforts to speak, she looked me straight in the eye and said quite clearly, “You know, Belinda, everything is the Alternate Reality.” I smiled. She was quite clear about what was going on, and she had more wisdom about dying than I was giving her credit for. Yes, of course, she was right. Everything is spirit, and so there is no journey, really. We undertake spiritual practices to discover that reality is not fragmented or divided into different parts. It is a whole cloth, all around us. There are many paths, many practices for learning to live in the fullness of this reality all the time. Ecstasy describes the experience of knowing the world of spirit in the here and now, and living in it consciously.

I was with Felicitas about an hour before she died. She had been in a coma for some hours, and I wanted to say good-bye. As I sat with her it was her body that labored over the last breaths, but I had a vision of her dancing with her rattle in the New Mexican landscape that she loved. Months later I took her ashes to a special spot beyond our dance court at the institute and released them, in the place where, for her, the spirits ride the wind.

Ecstatic trance has been my primary spiritual practice for nearly twenty-five years, and I want to share with you the richness of this tradition as well as teach you the means to enter this expanded state of consciousness that Felicitas introduced to me. It is in honor of her wisdom, intellect, and great courage that I dedicate this book.
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We have a collective longing for ecstasy, a hunger as fundamental and persistent as the need for food. How interesting that our bodies are designed—“hardwired”—for the experience of ecstasy and yet, for so many people in the contemporary world, the condition of ecstasy deprivation creates so much suffering. It was Felicitas’s theory that ecstasy deprivation is the underlying cause of all addictions. As a psychologist who has treated alcoholism, eating disorders, and other addictive behaviors for many years, I wholeheartedly agree. Even though addictions are related to genetic predisposition and faulty neurology, the basic biology that produces the physical experience of ecstasy has gone haywire in a culture that does not teach us how to achieve it naturally.

Ecstasy is essentially a spiritual experience. We are ecstatic when our conscious awareness transcends the ego but at the same time aligns with the body, allowing us to be fully aware physically but without the inner dialogue of the mind. That is why sex is the form of ecstasy that many people can recognize. The physical experience of sexual pleasure overcomes the mind’s incessant thinking and we are relieved, for the moment, of our brooding about the past and anticipation of the future. Among the ancient Egyptians there were specific rituals for using the ecstatic states awakened through sex to nourish the energy of the subtle body, known to the Egyptians as the ka. The hunger for ecstasy was acknowledged as a real hunger because ecstasy is food for the ka body, giving it vitality and potency. The ka not only sustains the physical cells and tissue, but also provides for the capacity to experience and express the conceptual reality, the Logos, that enlivens the physical tissue. Curiously, it is taught that shame is poison to the ka and that ecstasy is needed to detoxify the bodies from the negative effects of shame.

Other options for ecstasy are, of course, available. Drugs, alcohol, chocolate, and adrenaline rushes—from fear or extreme sports—can all provide the same initial experience but without long-lasting effect. Alternatively, native people around the world used to have a complex system of ritual body positions that make it easy to have an ecstatic experience. The use of a specific sacred pose accompanied by drumming or rattling can engage the body’s natural ability to heighten brain activity and activate a state of consciousness that lies dormant during ordinary daily life. To experience that state is to experience ecstasy.
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The intensity of our longing for ecstasy has driven Western culture to be characterized by our addictions—turning to cigarettes, alcohol, food, work, material wealth, shopping, sex, and adrenaline highs—in search of a reliable source for ecstasy. Everything promises satisfaction, and advertising geniuses have learned to hook our deepest hunger for this satisfaction, but with solutions that never last very long. Brian Swimme, author of The Universe Is a Green Dragon, offers a challenge that “we need to confront the power of the advertised to promulgate a worldview, a mini-cosmology based on dissatisfaction and craving. Combining brain power and social status with sophisticated electronic graphics and penetrating psychological techniques… teams of highly trained adults descend upon children not yet in school with the simple goal to create in them—and in the rest of us—a dissatisfaction with their lives and a craving for yet another consumer product.”1 I might say instead that the dissatisfaction already exists. We remember a certain free abandon that we experienced as young children, a deep connection with our bodies and with subtle worlds. Advertising suggests that satisfaction is available again, through the consumption of yet another product. Even sex, that usually reliable source of ecstasy, has been commandeered to sell the products in glamorous ways, so that having an ordinary body and a simple loving relationship seems, well, ordinary.

We in the United States are technologically sophisticated enough to be able to reduce the working week by nearly 50 percent and still produce the goods and services that we need for a comfortable lifestyle. The problem is that we would have to make do without a lot of unnecessary stuff, and, more importantly, we would have to figure out what to do with all of our time. In one of the most materially and intellectually abundant cultures in the history of human existence, we are plagued with chronic and debilitating emptiness.

People living in less privileged circumstances have a hard time believing this could be true. When I was visiting the home of Russian tour guides in Moscow in 1991, my host caressed my Nikon camera and crooned, “You must be very happy people to have cameras such as these.” I was embarrassed to see his raw desire and to realize how convinced he was that happiness lay in a finely engineered camera. But then I remembered that I also nurture illusions about potential bliss, just from other sources.

Our primary hunger is not for objects or the experiences they can provide, but for bliss and freedom. We are hungering for ecstasy and, ironically, ecstasy is an experience that requires emptiness. It calls for letting go rather than acquiring. When confronted with emptiness, we tend to indulge in our favorite compulsions, to fill up the emptiness with sensations and emotion, but we always have the option to explore the emptiness instead. Spiritual practices of every tradition, including those based on sacred postures, lead us into the emptiness. We must go through it in order to move beyond it. The longing for union and fullness draws us onto the path of return, giving us the motivation to face the challenge. In the practice of ecstatic trance we learn to invite the emptiness and then allow experiences beyond the familiar range of ego identity to open us up, to compel us to relinquish the imagined control of ordinary consciousness, and then to fill us with a sweetness and aliveness that exceeds whatever the material world alone can offer.

Leonard Shlain, in his remarkable book The Alphabet Versus the Goddess, suggests that the relatively recent introduction of reading and writing has markedly increased the development of the left hemisphere of the human brain.2 The left brain is characterized by logical, rational, analytic thinking states that generate and rely on “hard facts.” The right hemisphere tends to generate intuitive, innovative, emotional states that produce experiential learning, creativity, and interpersonal connection. The history of civilization has been the story of progressive rationality, precise measurement of time, future orientation, and written language, all specialized functions of the left side of our brains. To become so adept at these skills, on the whole we have sacrificed the talents of the right brain, which are intuition, emotion, creativity, appreciation of color and form, music, symbolism, and dream awareness. Although we are all capable of right brain activity, in general it is not highly valued in Western culture and economies. Consider how many young people have been advised to set aside a career in the arts for something more financially reliable, or how infrequently you hear about leaders in business and government consulting their intuition for guidance in decision making. Only recently have writers like Daniel Pink, in The Whole New Mind, and Daniel Goleman, in Social Intelligence, suggested that the scales are ready to tip in favor of the “softer” right brain qualities.3

Interestingly, to find enduring ecstasy we have to restore the power of the right brain without forfeiting the hard-won abilities of rationality. Right brain states are characterized by a sense of authenticity. “Once a person has experienced love or ecstasy, he or she knows it,” writes Shlain. “The right hemisphere is also the portal leading to the world of the invisible. It is the realm of altered states of consciousness where faith and mystery rule over logic.”4 Another way to think about this is framed by Jungian analyst Marion Woodman. She writes, “Spirit without form is invisible; matter without spirit is dead. Matter and spirit love each other. They live through each other…. Their struggle to come together is the struggle toward consciousness.”5 In their struggle to come together, Woodman speaks of finding a hole in order to make it whole. The hole she speaks of is the dark abyss that inevitably shows up when we allow ourselves to give our full attention to the experience of emotion and body sensation in the present moment. Because of the need to encounter this hole, spiritual schools have traditionally required students to work with masters or teachers who can help them negotiate the dark passage they encounter. Our ancient ancestors, from whom we have inherited ritual body postures, were not so entrenched in the complexities of individualism and rationality. Nevertheless, even for them, the world of the spirits was sometimes considered dangerous. We now understand, thanks to the advantageous perspective of contemporary psychology, that the challenge is to maintain the balance of egoic identity while experiencing the world beyond ordinary consciousness, where we discover individuality to be an illusion. It can be both exhilarating and terrifying. However, once we have become accustomed to this expanded state of awareness, ecstasy is readily available.

Some years ago, I went to a writers’ workshop, wanting help in getting this book started. The workshop facilitator for my group was a writer from New York City, a woman born in the Bronx who had cut her literary teeth writing political essays for The Village Voice. She was literally incapable of getting her mouth to form what was to her a ridiculous New Age–sounding phrase, “ecstatic trance.” To her credit, she worked with me around creating a structure for good writing and only occasionally raised an eyebrow about the content of my story. The piece I had written was about a mystical experience in the ruins of the Maya city of Tikal. It was full of exotic imagery describing my encounter in trance with a Jaguar Priest. I was proud of it. My writing teacher had been to Tikal, she told us during the group session, and frankly found it disturbing. I dreaded our one-to-one session, knowing that she was not impressed by my ecstatic journeys. She sat down, looked at me, and asked, “What is this story about?” Intimidated by her full attention, I paused. She had read the story and I knew she was not asking me for a summary. What was the story about? Well, I said, it is essentially a story about loneliness.

I understood in that moment that my attraction to ecstatic trance was a longing for the deep sense of connection and belonging that I remembered from my early childhood.
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