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Introduction: The First Sense

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.

—Albert Einstein

WHEN my daughter, Hira, was seven months old, my wife and I rented a house in Arlington, Vermont, for the summer. I was still on my first sabbatical leave from teaching. It had begun three weeks after Hira was born. It was a period that consisted largely of the care and nurturing of an infant, something with which few fathers are blessed.

The day after our arrival in Arlington we went to see an old friend of mine, his wife, and two apple-cheeked children. They lived in a house with a white picket fence and the whole scene seemed to have been plucked from a Norman Rockwell painting. Everything was wholesome. The family smiled to greet us. We were all set for a peaceful and relaxing day with friends. But it was not to be so.

I carried Hira through the front door. As soon as we entered the house, she began to scream. Her mom and I were quite surprised. She was a good-tempered baby and rarely screamed. And this time she would not stop. Rocking, cooing, coaxing—no method was effective. Finally, in desperation, I fled outside with Hira.

As soon as we stepped out of the house, Hira stopped crying. I then turned around and went back in with her. Once again, she began to scream. I took her outside again. She stopped crying. I did this four or five times until it became quite clear that we would have to leave. We did.

The next day I phoned my friend to check in. After all, I had only had about three minutes of conversation with him the day before. It was during that phone call that the reason for Hira’s screaming became apparent. On the day of our visit my friend and his wife had decided to get a divorce. Their marriage was on the rocks. Rather than postpone our social visit, my friend and his wife had decided to put on a happy face and entertain us. This fooled me. This fooled my wife. But it did not fool Hira. There was pain in that house. There was agony. It filled up the house, it overflowed from the bedroom. It crawled along the floor. It shivered along the windowpanes. And only Hira felt it.

All seven-month-old babies feel. All seven-month-old babies are endowed with the ability to communicate their pain. It’s very simple: When something hurts, they cry. When it stops hurting, they stop crying. There was enough pain in that household in Arlington, Vermont, to make my baby daughter scream. She knew nothing of marriage or divorce, of body language or innuendo, of hypocrisy. She only knew that it hurt in there. She was in tune with her surroundings.

Babies see things that we no longer allow ourselves to see. Babies feel things that we don’t allow ourselves to feel. Clearly we can not always stay in the level of sensitivity of a seven-month-old baby. If we did, the pain of the world would soon overwhelm us. So we learn to protect ourselves. We learn to insulate ourselves. This is natural, even necessary.

However, we do more than just protect ourselves. There is so much of the world of children that is lost as they get older. We learn to look at the world in certain prescribed ways. That is, after all, one of the goals of education. But the longing for our childhood sight still haunts us. The word nostalgia means “a longing for the past,” but the word is the literal Greek term for “homesickness.” Part of our nostalgia is a longing, for homesickness, for that quality we had as children. It is a quality of exploration and the innocence of wonder.

In many cultures the wisdom of the child is respected. In the African country of Togo, children are said to be born with the power to see clearly, and the intuitive clarity of children is recognized as fact. On the other side of the globe, Chippewa Indians of the Great Plains encourage their children to fast and to dream. A child will then be visited by guardian spirits. The adults among the Ute people listen carefully to the dreams of their children.

In Western culture the wisdom and the innocence of the child are spoken from the mouth of Christ. Unless you become “as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.”

The children may remain in innocence, but the adult still needs to make sense out of his world. Throughout our history we humans have been trying to understand our world and ourselves. We are a self-centered race. We have always seen the world as a mirror for ourselves.

Looking across time and cultures, we find that what is called “psychic” or “intuitive” is one of the cornerstones of human experience. It does not matter whether one is looking at Babylonia in the third millennium before Christ or the Naskapi Indians of Labrador in the 1930s. All peoples have utilize their sixth sense to interpret their world.

Perhaps we owe our survival as a species to the existence of this sixth sense. When it comes to sight, the hawk is much better equipped than a human. The bat hears infinitely more acutely. The common grub has a more developed sense of touch. The dog has a better sense of smell. The cheetah is faster, the elephant stronger, and the cockroach more physically adaptable. And any number of animals have a more acute sense of taste.

On the whole, the human race would be a very vulnerable one if it had to rely solely on physical attributes. It was the development of the intellect that allowed humans to see beyond the present moment. Intellect gave us human creatures something that no other animals had: a plan. We are the only species that plans ahead—and intuition gave us insight into the moment.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines intuition as “knowledge or natural perception that consists in immediate apprehension, without the intervention of any reasoning process.” The word comes from the Latin term that means “to look upon.” And looking upon the world in an intuitive sense was essential to the survival of our ancestors. They needed to know when the weather was going to change and how to read the whisper of the wind in the leaves. Our forbears needed to know that the unexpected fluttering of birds in the forest and a sudden silence meant danger. After all, it was better to be aware of a saber-toothed tiger before the tiger became aware of you. Other animals would rely entirely on their five senses. The human animal would need to rely on the sixth.

This sixth sense is our birthright. Today we have come a long distance from standing in the jungle and tuning in to the presence of a saber-toothed tiger. Yet even in our modern, technological world, we still tune in to our surroundings. Our psychic ability is as much a part of us as our intellect.

There are countless instances of mysterious spontaneous insight that we can experience in our daily lives. For example, just about everybody has had the experience of thinking of someone just as she telephoned. Or we’ll dream of somebody and then receive a letter from her the next day. How do such events occur? How can I be thinking of someone on the other side of the country a split second before she phones? There really is no explanation for such concurrence. There is no explanation, but the reality persists.

We are all psychic. And even if we have suppressed that quality in our conscious lives, it emerges night after night in our dreams. For our dreams appear despite us. They are our nightly window into our own psychic awareness. As we shall see in the course of this book, we can peer through this window while we are awake and interpret our visions.

There is widespread distrust and fear of our intuitive powers. For one thing, we are taught to be wary of our “fortune-tellers.” However, true psychic or intuitive sensitivity is the exact opposite of “fortune-telling.” It is our intellect, not our intuitive ability, that looks toward the future. It is the intellect that is directed toward the plan, the goal, and the ultimate end. Our intuitive sense, on the other hand, is most profoundly directed into the moment—into the here and now.

Fortune-telling is a misnomer. Anybody who claims to consistently predict the future is either a fool or a liar. The fact is that psychics aren’t so good in the predictive area. Meteorologists are better at prediction. After all, there has never been a professional psychic who has ever won the grand prize in any lottery. And that should tell us something.

Another work for the use of intuitive is divination. It’s an interesting word that simply means allowing the divine to become manifest. Some cultures may see this as the literal intervention of the deity or deities. But divination is just another word for going beyond our ordinary awareness into the realms of the divine. Divination has existed since the beginning of recorded history. Fortunetelling is a relatively recent perversion of divination. Fortune-telling panders to our need for certainty in an uncertain world.

Divination is as natural as breath and breathing. The Greek goddess Psyche was, among other things, the goddess of breath and the soul. One meaning of the Greek word psyche is literally “breath.” The soul and breath were intertwined and are regarded so in many cultures.

We do not struggle to breathe. Similarly, use of the psychic ability is something that happens with ease. One does not work to achieve a Ph.D. in psychic awareness any more than one studies to breathe. It comes naturally and with ease. And the younger we are, the more naturally we breathe. All we need to do is watch an infant sleep, watch the deep and relaxed breaths, to see how natural it is.

This naturalness does not last. From the time we enter school we are taught to deny a basic part of ourselves. While science now recognizes that there are two sides of the brain, we are taught to accept only one. We are essentially taught to deny half of our intelligence. We learn to distrust our own sight and hearing at a very early age. Imagination is the intellectual tool of the child, yet it has little place in the educational system and becomes more and more of a liability to the student as he or she progresses through the system.

It is imagination that is the mainstay of the psychic. Joan of Arc claimed to have heard the voice of God speaking to her. During her trial as a witch her accusers stated that she didn’t hear God, she just had a very active imagination. Her response was simple: “God speaks with us through our imagination.”

The right side of the brain governs imagination, emotions, and intuition. Physiologically, it crosses over and controls the left side of the body. On the other hand, the left side of the brain, controlling the right side of the body, is the practical and problem-solving side. Clearly we need both sides to be whole. However, it is the problem-solving, logical, and rational side that has been encouraged in people. But right-brain (left-handed) folks have suffered through the centuries from a fear of the physiology of intuition. Even the derivation of the word left reflects this. The Latin term for left is sinsitra, from which we get the word “sinister.” Thus, the intuitive and creative side is considered dangerous and evil in the lexicon of our mother tongue.

The fear of the intuitive has been a recurrent theme throughout history. Until only three hundred years ago, from the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries, over 9 million people throughout Europe were accused as witches and burned and tortured. The leading theological text of the time dictated that “thou shall not suffer a witch to live.” This justified the genocide of millions of people, most of them women. These were not Walt Disney creations flying around on broomsticks, but women, mainly midwives, herbalists, and healers, who still utilized a connection to the earth, sky, and living creatures. These were women who were in tune with the earth, with the processes of life and death, and with each other. It was believed that the mysterious, psychic power of witches brought about the plague, rendered husbands impotent, and caused famine.

Intuition is natural. It is human. How can it be scary? People have come up to me time and again with stories of their own psychic experiences. Almost without exception these stories are terrifying. One person dreamed that his grandmother was deathly ill. And she was. Somebody else had an eerie feeling that her son was in a car crash. And he was. Another person looked at a man she was meeting for the first time and knew that he had some dreaded disease. And he did.

I could never understand these stories. This was not my experience of the psychic world. Yet I couldn’t deny that people were telling the truth. Finally it hit me. Imagine that we grew up fearing our sense of hearing. Imagine that we were convinced that if we listened and heard, we would hear things that we didn’t want to hear. So we walked around with our fingers in our ears so we wouldn’t hear scary things: explosions, screams of terror and agony. However, the life of hearing includes other, softer sounds: the gurgle and chirp of a happy baby, the whispers of lovers in each other’s arms, the rustle of the wind through the leaves of autumn. Such sounds are lost to us when we have our fingers in our ears. Because of our fears, we risk losing the sounds of softness.

So it is with our psychic sense. We are told how frightening it is. We do not use it. We deny its existence and hope it disappears. But the more we use our intuitive sense, the less scary it becomes.

This is not to deny that there are things in life that are scary. However, we mortals constantly face two choices: security or adventure. To opt for security means going for the sure thing. Adventure means pressing through boundaries and opening up to the possibilities beyond our frontiers. The Chinese word for crisis is wei-chi. Wei means “danger.” Chi means “opportunity.” Opportunities lie even within the fearsome dangers and crises.

The intuitive sense allows us to go beyond the normal mind. It is both the child and mother of imagination. It provides us with vision beyond our ordinary sight—beyond that which we already know. And it is such vision that has propelled us from four-legged creatures with our face to the ground into two-legged beings with our eyes to the stars.

It is the intuitive sense that allows us to see the world with new eyes. We would be in limbo without it. After all, our ancestors had seen and feared fire for thousands of years until one person had the vision to transform it from an enemy into an ally. This person had seen the flames in a new way. The divine had spoken through fire much as it did to Moses many thousands of years later. Likewise, our followers had lived with trees and round stones for millennia until one saw a wheel hiding in the form of the rock or the log and changed the world forever.

The intuitive is our heritage. It is our doorway to new sight—to new vision. It, as much as the intellect, defines us as human. Within each of us there is the visionary. Within each of us there is the seer who can leap beyond our normal sight. Each of us has the power, privilege, and the right to see the divine in a candle or burning bush.

The intuitive has nothing to do with belief, which is the acceptance of someone else’s experience. It has to do with one’s own experience. This book is not about belief. It about knowing. People often ask, “Do you believe in this stuff?” I tell them that I try not to believe in anything. I do not believe in the reality of the world of divination. I know it. There is a vast difference.

This book is the result of the convergence of many paths.

As a child in the 1940s I spent a lot of time traveling with my mother in the car. Her right arm was my safety belt, and much of my early education took place in the front seat of a series of old Pontiacs, the ones with Chief Pontiac on the hood.

Reality flows swiftly past the window of a moving car. A person standing on a street corner is an instant memory. An old lady crossing a street—she’s there and then she’s gone. Sometimes my mother would say strange things. We would pass a young man waiting for the light to change. My mother would say something like, “He’s broken up with his girlfriend and it looks like the world is going to end.” Or we would pass another car and my mother would glance at the driver and exclaim, “It’s about time that things went well for her. It’s been a real good day.”

Of course, we never had a chance to verify my mother’s lightning observations, but somehow I knew she was right. And it was a wonderful game. Sometimes I would even join in. My fascination with looking into other people grew with time.

Another path took me to Madison, Wisconsin, in 1973, where after seven years of procrastinating, teaching, and settling into married life, I finally finished my doctoral dissertation in history. It was a turning point in my life. The very same day I received my doctorate, I had my first tarot card reading at the house of friends in Chicago. The newly minted Dr. Bluestone was ushered into the world of divination.

My friends were not skilled readers, rather they were enthusiastic novices. As I remember it, the reading took about an hour. There was much explanation as I was guided along. There was a new influence coming into my life that was represented by the heart. There was an old influence that was leaving that was represented by material security. The card that represents both hopes and fears indicated that I was moving into new areas and exploring. The reading was so powerful that I did something that I never remember doing before. I simply conked out. When I awoke four hours later on the living room floor, the dawn was breaking.

My first tarot reading taught me several things. First, any reading involves the participation of the reader and the person who is being read. Half of every reading is the resonance in the “readee.” Second, as I looked back on this reading, I realized that there was nothing that I had heard that I didn’t on some level, already know. It showed me that a reading is more of an affirmation than a discovery. It seems to me that the greatest truths are those that we already know. And how can that be scary?

That warm spring evening in Chicago in 1973 marked a new beginning for me. I continued to teach, but a seed had been planted. The academic life of the mind had its limitations for me. I was moving away from academia and beginning to embrace a different way of looking at the world.

In 1981 I left the groves of academe and took my six-year-old daughter, Hira, to India, where we stayed near the ashram of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. When we returned to America, I set up a school at a spiritual commune in Oregon. The study of history was about as far from my mind as it had ever been. Four years later I left the commune and began my career as a professional psychic.

This book is thus the result of the journey that began in the front seat of a Pontiac in 1941. It wound through several history departments, an ashram in India, a commune in Oregon, several resort hotels in the Catskill Mountains of New York, and has ended up here.

This book provides only a small sampling of the divinatory practices across cultures and through time. Divination is as old and universal as the human race—it is amazing how so many practices cross continents, language groups, and time itself. The reading of bones, for example, one of the most common divinatory practices, is found on every inhabited continent in the world.

The stories that fill these pages offer a glimpse of different times and cultures. They speak to us from the folk wisdom of people as they faced the mysteries of everyday life. Each chapter provides a survey of a group of divinatory practices. And each chapter provides games so that people may find, for themselves, their higher powers of perception—their ability to divine.

Most of the games and practices in this book are derived from other cultures and other spiritual traditions. I pay the deepest honor to the shamans of Puerto Rico and Siberia, the Han geomancers, and all of the millions of seers throughout history who have sought to look beyond the mundane. I hope that they will approve of my effort at lightness as a sign of my greatest respect. Other games I have created out of my own fabric.

This book is not meant to be read from beginning to end. In fact, each chapter does not need to be read in its entirety. If some readers wish to read the historical descriptions and skip the games, that’s fine, too. Games, however, are meant to be played. These are noncompetitive exercises. They are all geared to help us look at the world through different eyes. At first this might seem difficult. And some games may seem more interesting to you than others. But with all of the games, we need to be light and playful. The lighter we become, the more we see. And the more fun it is.

Now, having fun isn’t easy as it used to be. For most of us it has been a long time since we were asked to use our imagination. Most of us find it easier to work than to play. I do not mean to make light of this. Enjoying ourselves has become a very serious business indeed. Indeed, play has become a major industry. This book is not meant to be work. It is meant to be play. It is meant to be enjoyed. There are no tests. There are no right answers and no wrong answers. Strange as it may seem, the more we play the easier it gets.

We have regulated our intuition to the closet for too long. There, in the darkness, it has had to keep company with ghosts and goblins and things that go bump in the night. A word about fear: We have all been told and taught to fear our intuitive sense. That’s like being taught to fear ourselves. Why should we fear that which is part of us?

Once upon a time this lesson of fear was taught with the rack, flaming stakes, and other forms of torture. That’s passe. Today, the fear of being crazy is the fear that keeps us from our psychic sense.

In this book I ask people to see things. I ask folks to see images in clouds and to hear the voice of the wind. Is that crazy? Hundreds of cultures have been doing things like that for thousands of years. In this book I ask people to see things, hear things, and even smell things that are not ordinarily visible, audible, or smellable. Is that crazy?

What’s normal? Well once again we are back to the normal mind. That’s normal. And, if we had to rely entirely on that, we would still be afraid of fire. Maybe one way to get over the worry about being crazy is for each of us to admit that we are all a little bit wacky. Who isn’t? It is that wackiness that contains our vision. And, if this be crazy, to paraphrase Patrick Henry, let us make the most of it. It is time to reclaim or psychic heritage. We all have it as our birthright. And when we look around us with new eyes, a new world opens.

Most important. I urge you to enjoy the process. If this book helps you to enjoy you own awareness, if it helps you to play and see things in a new light, it has succeeded. So, in the words of Maurice Sendak, “Let the rumpus begin!”


CHAPTER 1

Ides and Tides or a Wind That Comes: Non-Ominous Omens

maggie and milly and molly and may
went down to the beach (to play one day)

and maggie discovered a shell that sang
so sweetly she couldn’t remember her troubles, and

milly befriended a stranded star
whose rays five languid fingers were;

and molly was chased by a horrible thing
which raced sideways while blowing bubbles: and

may came home with a smooth round stone
as small as a world and as large as alone.

for whatever we lose (like a you or a me)
it’s always ourselves we find in the sea.

—e. e. cummings

One, two, three, four, five, I wish the truth of the word be shown me
The truth of the word
Or a wind that comes.

—Yucatán Maya diviner’s prayer1

ASK anybody. Omens are scary. Even the sound of the word is scary: OH-min. Our lips form big O’s to say it, the same way we say “No” or “Don’t.” Omens are connected with superstitions. A black cat crossing in front of us is an omen. A broken mirror is an omen.

Omens are associated with death. The ancient soothsayer was said to have told Julius Caesar to “beware the Ides of March.” That was an omen. And on March 15, the Ides of March, Julius Caesar was assassinated.

Omens are associated with fear. After all, “omen” forms the root of the word “ominous.” Something that is ominous is something that is fearful. There is nothing “ominous” in writing a friend you haven’t heard from in years and having a letter from that friend cross in the mail with yours. It is very different, though, if we dream that the same friend is deathly ill. Fear, death, and superstition. Little wonder that people regard omens in a guarded way. But has it always been so? Have omens always been scary? Not in the beginning.

Omens are rooted very much in the human condition. People have always wanted some security in the face of the unknown. We have always wanted certainty and a measure of control over that which was coming to be. To a cave dweller ten thousand years ago, the world must have seemed a scary place. For one thing, this cave dweller did not know whether he would have enough food to last the winter. If the right animal did not come his way or if he and his fellow hunters did not locate enough food before the snows came, he would die, along with his family and community.

Human beings are the only species on this planet with a consciousness of mortality. And there is no doubt that omens are a response to our ancient fear of death. It is the knowledge of our mortality that gives us a notion of time passing and time coming to be.

We look for signs to guide us into the unknown. We are the only species that consciously plans and tries to live beyond the here and now. We are the only species that wants to know what will happen. And how. And when. And where. And we are undoubtedly the only species that asks “why?”

The Most Natural Thing in the World: Omens in Nature

Originally omens were quite natural. Human beings have always used omens to figure out the world around them. When would the rains come? When would winter’s ice and snow cover the land? Where were the animals necessary for food? It was only through generations of observation and perception that people came to know the world around them and the signs that helped them to decipher it.

On land or at sea, all activities of people have always been affected by nature. On land, people sought signs to find the best time to raise the seasonal crops. At sea, they sought the signs that could take them home to firm land. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning. Now a children’s chant, this was once part of a sailor’s oral guide to the sea. The sea is awesome. To be surrounded by, and suspended upon, water is one of the most humbling experiences known to man. Yet people have gone down to the sea in ships for as long as there is memory.

Our seafaring ancestors needed all the help they could get. They deciphered every sign to find meaning and the way home. Birds were probably among the first omens, the first signs. For the people who navigated the sea, the appearance of birds indicated the proximity of a landmass. For the people of the land, birds were often the harbingers of the impending rains.2

We learn to pick up signs when we are very young. When we are babies, our mothers communicate to us with a host of signs. There is the smell of tension or love or fear. There is the quality of touch. There is the taste of mother, of home and the milk of life. The Earth Mother gives us signs all the time. Nowhere was this more evident than among the people of the New World. For the Native Americans the Earth Mother and nature have been the guiding forces in all divination. From the dawn of the rich oral tradition to the present, Native American people have looked to nature for signs, omens, and guidance. This has always been a way of life rather than a philosophy or religion. It has been born out of the experience of the natural world.3

This tradition of heeding natural omens continues to this day. The people of the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, who trace their ancestry back to the ancient civilizations of the Mayas, have some very ancient interpretations of weather signs. Experience has told these people that if it is very cold at night, the next day will be very hot. If the wind blows hard for several days, they say that the sky is full and that it will rain hard for many days. It is then that the men go to plant. Or when the Pleiades appear to be “ half lying down,” it is a sign of rain. When the ceibas, plums, and other fruit trees bear much fruit, then they know that the maize harvest will be good. If turkeys take baths in the dust or if the soot drops from the ceiling, rain is coming. When the leaf-cutting ants are seen to be carrying many bits of leaf into their houses, then the season will be rainy.

Some of these signs sound weird, but all of them have proved to be accurate over the millennia of watching and living. All of these signs are natural omens.4

The search for signs in nature is universal. In Bulgaria people look for rain if the sun is surrounded by a circle. And the surest sign of bad weather is the sight of pigs carrying straw to the sty at sunset.5

In China there is an ancient connection between natural occurrences and omens. The Chinese saw the wind as the breath of the universe. To see the course and quality of the wind was to see the nature of both crops and famine as well as human passions and migrations. During the Chou dynasty, three thousand years ago, Chinese imperial court astrologers were responsible for observing clouds, rain, and wind and harmonizing the realms of Heaven and Earth.6

The Papago Indians of the American Southwest feel deeply connected to the sea. They believe that the sea holds gifts that come from beyond. The Papagos feel that any object a man sees in the sea is a gift that has bearing on his life, whether it be a strand of seaweed, a shell, or a pebble. And when a Papago man runs along the sea or through the woods, anything that comes to him is a sign for his run through life—his career. Any living creature—animal, bird, insect, or fish—that crosses his path is subject to interpretation. These signs do not have fixed meanings but are interpreted by the man as he will.7

From Greece to China, from Bulgaria to Dahomey, from the Yucatan Mayas to the Mescalero Apaches, people have sought to see the signs in nature. These are the first omens.

Winter in Summer and the Fall of Spring

We know that a season is more than a date on the calendar. But we sometimes forget. In the northern and southern temperate zones there are four seasons: spring, summer, fall, and winter. Every part of the earth has its own particular seasons. And all of us have our own particular connections to them.

Our calendar reflects the changing seasons. For example, December 21 is the winter solstice and the first official day of winter. It marks the shortest day and the longest night of the year. It is thus the finish line of a race that began on June 21, the summer solstice. Let’s look at it another way. After the shortest day of the year, which is the first day of winter, the days start getting longer and longer until June 21, the longest day and the first official day of summer. So the beginning of winter is actually the birth of summer. Summer is the child of winter.

Our ancestors paid careful attention to the earth, sea, skies, and seasons. In our modern technological world we sometimes forget our connection to the ebbs and flows of earth. Sometimes Mother Earth reminds us. She will drop three feet of snow on the most powerful city in the world and bring it to a screeching halt. Or she will shake the very foundations of the earth itself. At times like these we remember our connection to the earth and to the seasons.

We don’t need earthquakes, blizzards, and tornadoes to help us remember our connection to the seasons. For deep down, we have the memory of all our ancestors to help us remember.

Our ancestors connected with the rhythms of their time. They were also able to interpret the signs of the times. We, too, can connect with our world. And, as we open ourselves to recognize the signs around us in the cycle of the seasons, so we begin reclaiming our ability to see the omens, the signs, of our times.

The first game in this book helps create an awareness of the seasons in which we live. It can be the first step toward reconnecting with the rhythms of the natural world.

To Everything There Is a Season

To every thing there is a season, and a time to
every purpose under the heaven: A time to be
born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and
a time to pluck up that which is planted.

—Ecclesiastes 3:1–2

  I.  No matter what season it is, go outside.

 II. Take in and note all the characteristics of the present season—weather, foliage, birds and animals, temperature, and so forth.

III. What is the most important representation of this season? Pick one or two aspects that are the most characteristic of this season for you.

IV. Look around for signs of the season past.

 V. What indications are there that the present season has emerged from another?

VI. Look around for signs of the coming season. What are they?

This is a game that can be played at the same spot over an extended period of time. Then you can watch a specific area, see how the seasons change, and recognize what signs indicate the changes to come. Don’t overthink this; after all, it’s a game. And all the games in this book are meant to be enjoyed.

A ring around the moon is a sign of bad weather. The old woman who dwells there is pulling a hood over her head, a white hood for frost or snow and a black one for rain or a sudden thaw.

—Ojibwa omen8

The wind and the rain, the ice and snow, the sun and clouds are the most ancient and intimate associates of human beings. To this day we still try to interpret weather signs. Overall, our weather-predicting skills may not be much greater than they were ten thousand years ago.

Omens and weather signs have always been closely connected. For the Shoshones of the American West the appearance of a rainbow indicated that the rain would stop. This was an auspicious sign, and thus a rainbow became a good omen as well as a weather sign.9

The rainbow, in fact, has almost become a universal symbol of good luck. It is the sun shining through the rain and represents the hope of a clearing, a shining, a softer time. Again, the roots of this interpretation are in the meteorological observation by peoples who must rely on the weather. For the inhabitants of the Marshall Islands, closely connected to the sea and the changes of the weather, understanding proper times for sailing are a matter of life and death. For the Marshall Islanders, if there is a rainbow somewhere, one may sail off without anxiety because the weather will hold even if the sky is black.10

Through observation comes a familiarity with the signs. So the Iroquois Indians note that lots of husk on an ear of corn means a cold winter, while less husk indicates a mild winter. Cirrus clouds, according to the Iroquois, mean a short rainy spell, while a sure sign of rain is a series of small explosions or puffs during the burning of hardwood fuel. If the feet of a skunk or coon are well furred, according to Iroquois lore, there will be a cold winter. And mice coming out and running about on snow is a sign of thaw. 11

Check Out the Clouds

The clouds are a constant mystery. At one moment in time the sky is blue and endless. Minutes later there is nothing but a gray shroud overhead. There are cloud puffs and fog clouds, long rain clouds shaped like fish, and wisps of gray. Clouds have always been excellent signs of the condition of nature. For a long time people have been seeing themselves in the clouds.12 The clouds are a kind of mirror in which we can see ourselves and our thoughts.

Most parts of the world have clouds. It’s one of the ways that we appreciate the sun. In the temperate zones the billowing, changing clouds of a summer day are the cumulonimbus that we associate with summertime.

As children we look at the clouds and see within their shapes animals, people, creatures of all kinds. As adults we can, once again, play as children. But as adults we can see more deeply into the clouds.

  I.  The first thing to do this to get relaxed. This is a game, not a test. So find a place where you can watch the clouds. It’s best to do this out doors while lying on your back.

 II. Find a cloud. Look at it carefully. Now you are a cloud watcher.

III. Take it all in. Look at the shape of the cloud—its details, little ridges, and roundnesses

IV. Now close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. With your eyes closed try to remember all you can about the cloud.

 V. Open your eyes and look at the cloud again. Is it still there? If so, does it look the same?

VI. Pay attention to the shape of the cloud and see what kind of images you can create from it. You can do it. You just have to let your imagination go.

VII. Take a few of those images and ask yourself how they relate to you. For example, if you see images of an angry dog, it could mean one kind of thing in your life. If you see an image of an ocean with gentle waves, it would mean something quite different.

VIII. Create a story from the images of the clouds.

Don’t worry if you don’t actually “see” a shape. Just stare at the cloud for a few minutes and let your thoughts wander freely.

How Cloudy Are You Today?

Weather doesn’t just happen outside of us. It happens inside, too. In this game we try to see just what the weather is like inside. This game involves four or more people and can be played in combination with other games.

  I.  Everybody sits in a circle facing toward the center.

 II. Close eyes and take some deep breaths.

III. The person in charge of this game starts out asking, “What is the weather today?”

IV. Each person describes what the “weather” is like for them. For example, if you were feeling a bit depressed but saw the light at the end of the tunnel, you might say, “It’s cloudy, but I feel a warm front moving in.” Another person might say, “I am raining hard and very cold.” There are an infinite number of weather variations.

 V. Go once around the circle and then find out if anybody’s weather has changed.

It would be a good idea to come back to this game after playing other games to find out if and how the weather has changed for people in your group.

How Very Unnatural: Omens with a Difference

As long as they were purely natural, as long as they related specifically to nature, omens were precise. However, at some point signs became more than natural. They became “supernatural.” It was not long before the readers of omens became more than weather forecasters.

Sometimes the signs just didn’t seem natural. In the middle of the day, while the sun was shining brightly in a cloudless sky, a shadow would fall and grow across the sun. Soon, only the very edge of the sun would be visible and the earth would be covered in darkness for a few moments. How awesome an eclipse must have appeared to early humans. Even today a full solar eclipse is an event of worldwide interest and sometimes fear.

In the village of Khijuri, in the state of Rajasthan, India, people were staying indoors, even though it was the middle of the day. Many of the villagers lit candles. Many had forgone food for the previous twelve hours. Pregnant women avoided holding knives or anything sharp. They were experiencing a complete solar eclipse that was visible for ten thousand miles. The date was October 24, 1995.13

Eclipses have always reminded people that things are never entirely as they seem. The blackening of the sun was seen as a terrible sign of a world gone out of control. It was all so unnatural. The Lettish peasants of Latvia thought that the sun and moon were being devoured during an eclipse. The Buriat people of eastern Siberia thought that a monster, Alka, had swallowed the sun or the moon. In the basin of the Volga the Altaic Tatars thought an eclipse was caused by a vampire who lived on a star. For Hindus the demon Rahu swallowed Soma, the moon, causing a lunar eclipse.

For many the eclipse was an unnatural sign of ill happenings. The misfortune had to be checked. The Ojibwa Indians of North America shot lighted arrows into the air to keep the sun from being extinguished. The Peruvian Indians shot arrows to frighten the beast attacking the sun. The Guarayu Indians of Bolivia shot arrows at the heavenly Jaguar attacking the moon, making loud noises while they did so.

An eclipse had to be reversed and forestalled. The Chinese created a noisy uproar to scare away the evil forces consuming the sun while the Orinocan Indians of South America attempted to bury fire to keep some fire hidden. The Babylonians repeated incantations. And the ancient Mexicans sacrificed humpbacks and dwarfs. If the light was lost, life was lost. For ancient peoples around the globe, the eclipse became a critical sign. One simply did not know whether the sun would return.14

Even more frightening than the eclipses were comets. These were much less common and often awesome in their unnaturalness. From the ancient Israelites to the Chinese to the Aztecs and Incas of South America, people saw a comet as an omen of ill fortune. A sign of disaster to come, it was definitely not part of the natural order of things.

Eclipses and comets were out of the ordinary. They were very different signs than extra fur on the feet of an animal or the turning of the leaves before a storm. Eclipses and comets were menacing reminders that disaster could be just a heartbeat away.

At the same time that humans were reading the flights of birds and the scattering of mice, they were also watching for the unexpected. The ancient Chinese saw anything abnormal, irregular, or violent in nature as a rupture of normal patterns. This included not only comets and eclipses but earthquakes, unexplained sounds or voices, and the spontaneous upheaval of rocks and trees.15

In recorded history this awareness of abnormal signs dates back to Mesopotamia, three thousand years before the birth of Christ, where official diviners spent their lives analyzing the significance of abnormalities. For the ancient Mesopotamians the omens of importance were those involving freakishness, such as two-headed babies or three-legged calves.16

As people saw deviations from the natural as omens, they began to connect omens with foreboding. Omens, once quite natural indications of the human connection with the environment, were transformed into something fearful. While omens were once the flight of birds, the blowing of leaves, and the shape of the clouds, they became terrifying signs of things to come.

Official Omens: From Fear to Belief and Superstition

Fear can be power in the hands of the elite. Over three thousand years ago the ancient Babylonian rulers had official diviners and an official book of omens. And when ancient Sumeria emerged as the first political state, it became the birthplace of official superstition. This marked the transformation of omens from the observation of the natural to the political tool of the ruler class.

“If a ewe gives birth to a lion, and it has two mouths—the word of the land will prevail over the king.” 17 Although it is doubtful that a Babylonian king ever had to face a serious threat from the “land” because of a ewe giving birth to a two-mouthed lion, there were thousands of such entries in the Babylonian book of omens, and only those who had been carefully trained (and who could read) were able to interpret the omens.

It seems likely that there is a connection between the rise of political states and the rise of superstition. There is a connection between the rise of states and the ordered interpretation of signs. For one thing, states can only exist when there is enough produced to support them. When our ancestors were hunting animals and gathering food, they were constantly faced with either feast or famine.

All this changed with the development of agriculture. There was a greater certainty than ever before. The seeds would be sown, the plants would grow, and the crops would be harvested. Even more important, when people started to farm, they produced more than enough for their own needs. For the first time in the history of the human race, there was surplus food.

By the days of ancient Sumeria, humans had developed a sophisticated agricultural system. There were large surpluses stored in granaries that could support the king, the priests, and the entire community. When people were moving in small groups, hunting for their survival, each clan was responsible for reading the signs of the times. But when a large agricultural system was established, as in ancient Babylon and Sumeria, there were specialists. The interpretation of signs became the special province of an elite group of priests.18 The Hittite King Mursilis II reflected upon this in a prayer: “Either let me see it in a dream, or let it be discovered by divination, or let a ‘divinely inspired . . .’ declare it, or let all the priests find out by incubation whatever I demand of them.” 19

Much of the reading of signs in these ancient times concerned sacrificial animals.
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