Shamanic Hospice Work: A Personal Example

by Maryphyllis Horn

Shamanic Hospice

A shamanic hospice has essentially the same goals as a traditional hospice: to help dying persons make peace with death, be pain free, and die with dignity.  Differences occur in approach.  In the shamanic approach, we retrieve a power animal for a dying person, or help them journey to get in touch with their power animal(s).  This spiritual being then supplies answers and spiritual healing, including pain release, according to what the person requests.  Shamanism is a path that is potentially beneficial to any dying person, but especially to one who is very private or who cannot obtain the specifically desired forms of help in the community of which she or he is a part.

    My father fit this last characterization perfectly.   He was very private and refused any form of alternative health and spiritual work.  However, he was inwardly open to it, as will be seen below; he just could not bring himself to admit it outwardly.  This receptivity was beneficial to him near the time of his death in December 2000.

    Several weeks before his death, Dad stopped eating and drinking, complaining that his stomach could not take it.  His wife, Carol, took him to the hospital.  There, x-rays revealed a cancerous tumor at the bottom of his stomach that completely blocked the entrance to his small intestine.  The doctor said that at age 85, diabetic, and frail from dehydration and fasting, Dad would not survive an operation.  The tough decision now was whether to take him off life-support, letting him die of starvation and dehydration, or to keep him on life-support, risking the cancer getting strong enough to cause him agony?  The doctors and

Carol chose the former, which they considered the lesser of the two evils. (I personally concur with this decision, because of my experience with fasting.  After several days of no food, the body stops crying out for it. There is also accompanying euphoria, spiritual elation, and psychic sensitivity).

    Carol notified my siblings and me of the tough decision and that Dad was being moved to the hospice room of the hospital.  I did a shamanic journey to ask my spirit teacher how I could best help him - to be there in person, or to help him at the spirit level from here in Pittsboro?  My spirit teacher said I could do more good for Dad from the vantage point of spiritual healing.  Of all my family, I alone had the experience and training to help him in the ways he required at this time.  Other family members needed to be with him in person.

    As we were conferring in the journey, Dad’s spirit appeared in front of us.  However, it was not the white-haired, 85-year-old, frail father of that day; instead, he appeared red-haired and energetic as he had when he was in his 30s!  He asked me pointedly, “Help me die!”  Not being a “spiritual Kavorkian,” I double-checked with his soul.  His soul said it was not yet time for him to die; some “loose ends” needed to be taken care of, including allowing time for some of my family to fly in to say their farewells in person.

    “Give him a power animal,” his soul said.  The next thing I knew, a Native American man appeared in front of me.  He was bare-chested, wore tan leather leggings, moccasins and loin cloth, and his head was that of a Buffalo!  He accompanied Dad back to the Middle World.

    A few days later, I did a Middle World journey to Dad’s hospice bedside.  As I appeared at his left shoulder, I became aware of my sister, Doty, to my left, and Carol, on the other side of the bed.  I sensed a vibrant energy and communication going on.  Dad’s mind was in a state of bliss.  I interrupted to ask him how he was doing.  He said, tersely, “Fine! “

    I continued, “Dad, will you promise me that when you die, if you can’t find your way to the Light, that you’ll come by to ask me for help?”

    He retorted in his inimitable way, “I know how to go to the light!   Don’t bother me now, I’m busy!”

    At that moment, the Buffalo appeared behind me and said, “Don’t worry, we’ve got it covered.”

    I found out later that at that very moment Doty and Carol were indeed in those positions by him.  They also were playing a CD of Dad’s favorite Bach Cantata and were singing along with it.  Dad was participating too, moving his fingers rhythmically in choral-conducting patterns at his sides.  Yes, he was in a state of bliss!

    After his death, my family and the doctors and nurses expressed how astounded they were at how little pain he seemed to have.  In their eyes, the cancerous tumor was so far along that it should have given him much pain.  They had given him a couple doses of morphine when he first entered the hospital, but nothing since then.  He refused any pain-killer offered him, saying he did not need it.  In addition, they all said he seemed quite relaxed and continued to express his sense of humor even up to the time he slipped into a coma.

    I am convinced that the Buffalo took away his pain, besides answering all his questions about death and alleviating any fear about it.   It was such a blessing to have this power animal help Dad die well!

Shamanic Psychopomp

In that final clairvoyant communication with Dad and the Buffalo power animal, while he was alive, I was told that he knew how to go to the Light.  It was a surprise to be awakened by him in the middle of the night just seven hours after he had died.  He said, insistently, that he could not find the Light, and he asked me to help him (as I had told him I would).  I got out of bed, shuffled off to the living room, and did a shamanic journey to the Upper World.  I took him along with me, carrying him under my right arm.  My full intention was to usher him into the Light.

    When I got to the upper world, all I saw were clouds and dark, starless, night sky.  I could not see the Light either!  Puzzled, I called for my spirit teacher to help me.  He pointed to a spot above the northeast corner of the Upper World layer into which I had journeyed.  All I saw was a dark hole, darker than the sky around it.  “Are you sure?!” I asked.  He nodded, “Yes.”

    I trusted his word, since he has not yet let me down.  I asked him to help me make sure we went to the correct place, because the image of the dark hole kept fading in and out.  He agreed.  Dad was between us, but I could still feel my teacher’s guiding influence.  I found myself having to rely more on feeling than on sight because my sight was constantly betraying me about where the hole was.  When we got there, I pushed Dad into it.  He, too, questioned the wisdom of going in because it was so dark.  I insisted he go, letting him know the feeling of truth that I was getting from my teacher.  The dark hole admitted him in a way that looked like flaps that opened, then closed behind him.   As he went through, I momentarily saw a very dim light, not the strong light all reports had led me to expect.

    When he was clearly inside the hole, my teacher and I retreated to a cloud embankment.  We waited, although I did not know why.  I also was very puzzled about the dark image of the hole.  I thought perhaps that was the way it looked to those who have not yet died, because we were not supposed to go there.  However, Dad could not find it either, and he was dead.

    In what seemed like mere moments later, he suddenly emerged from the hole.  He was not alone.  In fact, what looked like a thousand “Dads” was with him.  He paid no attention to me, and flew unswervingly toward the West to a bright sun.  He saw the Light and was going toward it, unerringly; clearly, the Buffalo power animal had prepared him well.

    I instinctively knew that all those “Dads” were his soul parts that had left him during his life.  They appeared as him at various ages from childhood through adulthood.  My Dad suffered many traumatic circumstances: losses of loved ones to death (among them: his parents, my Mom, and three sons), the loss of two homes due to fire, surviving difficult economic times, enduring strife and ethical confrontations in business, and having hepatitis and diabetes.  He always emerged on top, strong spiritual faith.  In his last year of life, he suffered more soul loss through strokes, cancer,  and finally from slipping into a coma shortly before death.  I knew when I saw the thousand “Dads” that he had gone into that dark hole to retrieve his soul parts.  Doing so gave him the vision to see the Light and the soul essence to make his transition with all his faculties intact.

    The thousand “Dads” disappeared into the blazing middle of the western sun.  I continued waited with my teacher, not knowing why.  Dad re-emerged in what seemed to me to be a matter of minutes.  This time he was one person, completely soul- integrated, and looked like he did in his thirties: bright red hair, white business shirt, and dark trousers.  He flew to the northwest, where his deceased relatives appeared, gathering to greet him.  His father, mother, Aunt Bindy, brothers, sister, several other relatives, and my mother were all there with him.  They were mostly silhouettes, as if in the shadows, except one woman who sported bright red hair.  She seemed more aware of me than of him.  This is who I identified as his Aunt Bindy.  I still do not know what was so significant about her and her hair color, making it stand out so, because others of his family also had red hair.  My teacher just kept saying that it was significant.

    As I watched the scene, joy welled up in my heart.  I felt a deep gratitude to witness their celebration of him and to know that all was well with him.  I was privileged to have helped him get to this place safely.  It was then that my teacher let me leave, to return to the ordinary reality of the physical world.  I went back to sleep easily and peacefully.
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