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Not many of the readers of this magazine will have grown up in a world where right and wrong were clearly delineated. Even for those whose family or immediate community formed some such boundary for them within a complex, morally ambiguous society, we were often the ones who lived closest to that boundary. We were often the ones who could see how it blurred when examined carefully; who experienced, through choice or circumstance, life lived on both sides of it. Whether this grew out of our burgeoning gender or sexual awareness, from the kind of spiritual or intellectual impulse that refused the safety of conformity; or through our "membership" in some disenfranchised group, we have grown up with a mistrust of the very words: right and wrong; ethics; morality. These words are redolent of the soul-crushing values that many of us struggled out from under when we grew up.

I was a teenage anarchist, a radical feminist, an angry young woman. In some ways I am still all those things (HEY! 35 is YOUNG!). I am also a witch and a shaman; I have worked and played in what I can glean from my ancestral traditions since the age of 19. I work with others now, offering shamanic healing, mediation, teaching and support. I try to bring my shamanic consciousness to every area of my life: simple daily interactions; working in a university research centre; my activist and organising work in the women's, bisexual and wider queer communities. When other people allow you into their lives and share their darkest and most sacred secrets with you, the question of ethics and morality comes up constantly. Accepting payment for services rendered adds another layer of complexity. 

I don't want to shy away from these tricky words; I want there to be a base-line in my life of ethics, from which my political beliefs and actions also spring. My shamanic worldview, of a beautiful, complex, web of diverse and ever-changing life, demands that I don't separate these things. "Do what thou will, and harm none" doesn't quite cut it; I crush small bugs every time I walk across the garden, not to mention the grass. The popular new age shamanic teaching is to "always ask the spirits"; this is a good, discipline-forming, ego-shaping beginning for those who are starting on this path, but for the past few years my own spirit allies have constantly reminded me to trust my own judgement. My judgement, my conscience, my ethical centre all seem to reside right in the middle of me; under my breastbone, at the juncture of heart and solar plexus; where power meets love.

Shamans, like queers and others who are society's "others", are boundary riders. "Walkers between the worlds". Shamans mediate between the material, human world and the worlds of nature and spirit. Shamans must be willing and able to commune with, submit to, and sometimes embody, that which most would consider "other": other species; other orders of being; other spirits. From this comes a different kind of understanding of the cosmic web of life. 

The goal of the patriarchal religions of the world, and their new age love and light successors, is a kind of upwardly mobile obliteration of the unique self into the "light" of Godhead. All life (as it is defined by any particular religion) is thought to be moving ever forward towards a state of perfection, or bliss, or nirvana, or heaven. The ethical strictures of these religions are based on this movement; anything which enhances it is "good", anything which detracts, "evil".

Probably, most readers of this magazine will share in common some sort of understanding of the place of cyclical movement in life, and of the dangers of polarizing two points on the cycle and privileging one over the other. The shamanic paradigm is one of interrelated, interlocking consciousness, which pervades all matter (including human-made objects) and beyond. The ideas of macrocosms and microcosms; of endlessly spiralling fractals; of co-consciousness, come into play. Within my own self my womb speaks to me with her own voice, and I submit to her in matters which affect her and in which she is wise. Yet she is part of me, as I am a voice within larger voices. I interlock with my ancestral line, past and future; with the landscapes of Scotland, New Zealand, Canada and the U.S.; with all women through all time; with the professional white middle classes of the world; with the punk generation; with bisexuals and other queers; with the descendants of the Celtic diaspora; with the spirits of Fox, Elephant, Golden Eagle and Horse; with the sidhe (faery) of the North East of Scotland; with certain Celtic aspects of deity, mainly Brigid and Lugh. With all the ages I have been. With all the lovers I have ever had, including those who have abused me.

The questions of what is really me and what is not, blur within this paradigm, without ever dissolving into a blinding "I am one with God therefore I AM God", without losing the sacred diversity and complexity of life as it is NOW. I am not God the all-powerful nor am I Goddess the all-powerful. I am a human being, with all the close interrelationships that infers. I can make mistakes and hurt others; I can make amends for my mistakes; I can help others who have been hurt.

This self-awareness which is an understanding of exactly who one is and where one fits in the grand scheme of things, is both humbling and empowering. As Helen Keller said "I am only one person, and I can't do much, but I AM one person and will not refuse to do that which I can do". I suppose my most basic ethic as I understand it today is about allowing and supporting myself and every other being to fulfil exactly what it is and what it can do. Joy, happiness, passion, comfort and pleasure are nature's signals to me that I am on the right track. They are not incompatible with the rage that is sometimes needed to transform society. Sometimes I'm happiest raging! But when that wee spot under my breastbone starts jumping around, I know I'm off kilter. Something needs to be addressed.

I believe guilt is nothing but a miasmic poison that infects us like a grey cloud, designed to keep us out of touch with that point of conscience. Imagine if everybody was able to hear and respond to their conscience without the immobilising sickness of guilt. Can you imagine the revolution? Unfortunately the strictures of guilt (I keep wanting to type "grief"; that's a thought to dwell on later) keep being wound round us every day.

How I got here was learning to submit. Anyone who is interested can look on the Bi Community News web site for my two articles on Shamanism, Priestesshood, Dominance and Submission, or read the book "Bitch Goddess: The Spiritual Path of the Dominant Woman". The articles came about after I realised that my long trials of learning to submit to the powerful spirits I worked with daily in my shamanic practice, were very similar in feeling to the sensation of erotic submission, with its charge of power and transformation. It was a relief to realise that playing with these energies erotically was not a BIG BAD thing to do (as old forms of feminism had taught me), but part of learning to interact with my own power and that of others. And that my continual acts of submission to Brigid and to my primal ancestral allies the Primal Mother and Father of Scotland, as well as my animal allies, were freeing me more and more to find my true power, unhindered by fear and ego. Often these were intensely erotically charged interactions, too. A friend of mine recently sent me a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke called "The Men Watching" which summed it up for me: here are the last two verses:

"When we win it's with small things,

and the triumph itself makes us small.

What is extraordinary and eternal

does not want to be bent by us.

I mean the Angel who appeared

to the wrestlers of the Old Testament:

when the wrestlers' sinews

grew long like metal strings,

he felt them under his fingers

like chords of deep music.

Whoever was beaten by this Angel

(who often simply declined to fight)

went away proud and strengthened

and great from the harsh hand,

that kneaded him as if to change his shape.

Winning does not tempt that man.

This is how he grows: by being defeated, decisively,

by constantly greater beings."

Sometimes I embody that "greater being" for a brief time, for my clients. Sometimes I just model for them what it is to submit to something greater, wiser, more powerful, more loving than yourself. Sometimes I have to submit to their greater wisdom about their needs. Shamanism is the antithesis of the heal-yourself movement. We never heal ourselves alone: even when saying affirmations, someone came up with the idea; and someone is out there listening. Even when using herbal remedies we engage with the spirit of the plant and the land where it grew.

My two bottom-line ethics when working with clients are: 

(1) Don't do anything for anyone unless they ask directly. If someone is not ready to ask, they are not ready to receive. You've no idea how hard this is sometimes, when you KNOW that they want to ask but are too shy or nervous. Never mind. When they are ready they will ask, and maybe they won't ask me. I'm not the right practitioner for everyone.

(2) Never interpret for someone. Give them the contents of the spirit journey you did for them, help them think through what it means for them, tell them everything you saw, don't censor. Help them talk though their own spirit journeys. But don't impose your understanding on them. Even if they seem not to be getting something REALLY OBVIOUS. Once again, hard for a born know-it-all.

My ethics for myself are: Never give up. Always be gentle and loving with myself. Don't strain. Seek my own truth and live it. Admit when I'm wrong. Make amends. Including amends to myself. Seek joy, peace, pleasure, connections, love, satisfaction, adventure, stimulation. Embrace all my states of being, including anger, fear and jealousy. Learn from them. Set important goals and don't give up.

And, as one last important point: I'm not a moral relativist. I believe in taking a stand. When I say "No, Section 28 is wrong", "No, adults being sexual with children is wrong", I may understand where the other side is coming from, I may empathise, I may see how they got to think that way. I am damned prepared to argue my ground. But there are times when I need to make that judgement, and act on it. It's true, I may find out later that I was wrong, that my view has changed, that I didn't have all the facts. In which case I will change my view and my actions. I trust myself to do this as well as I can. And I believe my contribution to anything counts, as does yours. Every ripple you send out on the web counts. Every time you rest and relax, that counts too; you are increasing the sum total of rest and relaxation in the world! Good for you! Now, stop reading this rant, and go and live your life! I've got a sore neck from writing on a PC, and I'm going home!

The end.

