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Shamanism – Part 8

by Dr. John Ankerberg, Dr. John Weldon

Dangers and Degradations, continued
Demonism and Health

Any individual who decides to practice shamanism soon realizes he has con-
tacted genuine spirit beings who exist entirely apart from his own personality, at
least initially.1

Of course, modern Western scientists who employ shamanistic techniques may
scoff at the idea of personal, independent spirits or demons. Many psychologists
and shaman initiates may redefine spirit manifestations in more “neutral” catego-
ries, such as “archetypal consciousness,” “higher self,” and “cosmic conscious-
ness.” But such interpretations only underscore an anti-supernatural bias, which
does nothing to protect one from the spirits themselves, who easily hide behind
such “naturalistic” designations.

As is true for much Eastern religion in general,2 the end result of the shamanistic
path, whether it is used for spiritual or health purposes, is almost always the spirit
possession of the seeker (or patient). As Harner explains,

When a power animal is restored to a person, he usually feels better
immediately, and then gradually experiences a power flowing into his body over
the next few days.... You should begin a weekly routine to retain the power by
keeping your power animal content, for the spirit has entered your body, not only
to help you, but also to help itself. You gain its power: it gains the joy of again
experiencing life in a material form.3

For almost all shamans, the entrance point to spirit possession is altered states
of consciousness. Indeed, this is precisely how many professional anthropologists
and other social scientists become shamans. By personally engaging in the rituals
and practices they are seeking to study academically, they use drugs or other
means to “test drive” altered states of consciousness, trance, and spirit contact.
Then they become shamans. This was true for Carlos Castaneda,4 Michael Harner,5

and others.6 Harner admits, “What is definite is that some degree of alteration of
consciousness is necessary to shamanic practice.”7

Shamans find that even a light trance is effective for their spiritistic work. Harner
refers to “the light trance in which most shamanic work is done.”8 This would seem
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to have implications for a good deal of modern experimentation, popular and scien-
tific, with hypnosis and related methods of altering consciousness.9 In fact, as Drs.
Villoldo and Krippner note, “Spirit-incorporation according to Peters and Price-
Williams… resembles ‘deep hypnosis’.…”10 In addition, use of sweat lodges, sa-
cred pipes, and even ritual alone may lead to spirit contact and possession.11 Be-
cause the intent of the ritual is to deliberately contact the spirits, it is hardly surpris-
ing that the spirits who desire such contact will respond.

Sadly, advocates do not recognize that the supposedly “good” spirits contacted
in shamanism are really demons imitating good spirits for purposes of influence and
control.12 This indicates a gross contradiction within a shamanistic worldview, for
shamanism freely admits that it employs “demon helpers” in its work.13 American
shamans may prefer to term their spiritual possession as the more polite “divine
companionship,”14 but this hardly changes the facts. Indeed, some of the perceptual
problems inherent in contemporary America’s fascination with shamanism are
illustrated by Harner’s work The Way of the Shaman. Harner makes shamanism
sound like the best thing since modern electricity. He calls it “a great mental and
emotional adventure”15 and emphasizes its physical and spiritual benefits. Display-
ing an inexcusable ignorance of his own field, not to mention the history of spiritism
itself, he claims that spirit guides never harm those they possess.16 “Remember,
guardian spirits are always beneficial. They never harm their possessors. And you
possess the guardian spirit; it never possesses you. In other words, the power
animal is a purely beneficial spirit no matter how fierce it may appear. It is a spirit to
be exercised, not exorcised.”17

Why, then, does Harner devote an entire chapter to the shamanistic practice of
exorcising demons from patients!18 As Eliade correctly observes, “In order to extract
the evil spirits from the patient, the shaman is often obliged to take them into his
own body; in doing so, he struggles and suffers more than the patient himself.”19

Clearly, the spiritual naiveté of our culture is aptly demonstrated in the subject of
shamanism. As a result, what is so demonic and dangerous is frequently accepted,
uncritically and without question, as a method for securing physical health and
healing, psychological adjustment, and spiritual advancement.

Harner points out the depth at which Americans want to get into shamanism: “I
have been continually surprised to discover how many Westerners who are ill or
injured immediately accept the possibility of their power animal [spirit guide] and
happily enter into contact with it.”20 Not surprisingly, therefore, many of the spirits
who work through shamans want their hosts to establish training centers so that
more and more people can be instructed in the ways of spirit possession through
shamanism. Don Edwardo Calderon was told by his spirits in a vision that “it was
important to reveal this knowledge of healing and shamanism to outsiders.”21 The
same was true for shamaness Skyhawk, founder of the Church of Loving Hands.22

Sun Bear, the founder and medicine chief of the Bear Tribe Medicine Society,
recalls, “I have established an apprenticeship training because the spirits told me to
do it.”23 He also notes, “If the spirits accept you, then you become a medicine man....
They are the ones who determine whether you actually have the power to practice.”24
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The irony of using shamanism as medicine is magnified when we consider what
is involved in “healing” according to shamanism. It is not just the shaman who be-
comes demon-possessed. Why? Because shamanism assumes that most or all
people already have a guardian spirit within them. That spirit has come and gone as
it wished throughout the person’s life.25 Illness and psychological or emotional
problems are merely indications that, for various reasons, one’s spirit guide has left
one’s body, and the illness or other condition is the final result. Eliade observes that
“it is often the case that the illness is due to a neglect or an omission in respect to
the infernal powers.…”26

To retain one’s spirit guide or power animal one must keep it “happy.” This illus-
trates another form of bondage to the spirits:

If one wishes to maintain shamanic practice, one has to change into one’s
animal regularly to keep the animal contented enough to stay. This involves
exercising the animal through dance, singing songs of the animal, and
recognizing “big” dreams as messages from the guardian, the power animal.
Dancing your animal is an important method for keeping it content and thus
making it reluctant to leave you. The guardian animal spirit resident in the mind-
body of the person wants to have the enjoyment of once again existing in
material form.... [A]s I learned from the Jivaro years ago, guardian spirits usually
stay with you only a few years and then depart. So, in the course of a long,
powerful life [as a shaman], you will have a number of them one after another,
whether you know it or not.27

According to shamanism, when a spirit leaves a person, physical, psychological,
or spiritual illness results:

Thus possession of guardian spirit power [i.e., retaining the spirit within you] is
fundamental to health. Serious illness is usually only possible when a person is
dis-spirited, and has lost this energizing force, the guardian spirit. When a
person becomes depressed, weak, prone to illness, it is a symptom that he has
lost his power animal and thus can no longer resist, or ward off the unwanted
power “infections” or intrusions.28

In other words, shamans wish us to alter our perception to harmonize it with their
spiritistic philosophy, to believe that the mere presence of illness, physical or psy-
chological, or being in a serious accident, or even certain mundane problems, mean
that one has automatically been “dis-spirited” and therefore, by definition, a spirit
must be reintroduced into the body. Harner states, “The specific treatment, if the
victim is not in a coma, is to recover or obtain his guardian spirit to re-energize
him.”29 And “if your power animal’s messages are ignored, or if it is not exercised
through dancing, it may become discomforted, discouraged, and want to leave your
body. Its discomfort may unintentionally flow into your own consciousness causing
tension and anxiety. If you do nothing to remedy the situation, it will shortly leave you
and you will again be dis-spirited.”30

Again, any illness is evidence a person has been “dis-spirited.” So the only
possible way to recover “health,” is for the spirit to be “reintroduced” into the mind/
body. Of course, if the diagnosis is wrong, and illness is not related to a loss of
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one’s pre-existing spirit guide, then shamanistic methods serve as a cover for the
demonization of persons previously not demonized. This vital importance of the
spirit guide to the health of the patient is why modern books about using shamanism
for health purposes instruct people to meet or to be reintroduced to their spirit
guides.31

Because hundreds or thousands of practitioners are now adopting shamanism to
varying degrees in their health and therapy work, it is hardly inconceivable that
patients may become demon-influenced or demonized in the process:

The urgent healing work of the shaman... is to restore one of the person’s lost
guardian spirits as soon as possible. Since ours is not a shamanic society, it is
usually not possible to do the necessary work in the same room as a
hospitalized person. Exceptions are sometimes tolerated in this country if both
shaman and the patients are American Indians.... In some hospitals, such as on
the Navajo reservation, visits by native healers are being increasingly
encouraged as the Western medical staff becomes more aware of the benefits
produced.... Meanwhile, you can use the following long distance technique to
restore guardian power.32

Harner discusses how a spirit may be “restored” to a person at great distance
through shaman ritual. The shaman merely calls upon his power animal, transfers its
power to the patient’s guardian spirit, and then visually and mentally sends the spirit
“to the patient as visualized in the hospital room.”33

As our American society increasingly turns to the occult, we can expect many
more such “health” procedures in the future. An important point to remember is that
even shamans (like other mediums and spiritists), are not always aware of the
presence of their spirit guides. Their spirit guides may be right next to them, or even
inside of them, and yet they may have no conscious awareness of that. And this
means that people can become demonized unaware.

In summary, the essence of shamanic “health” is possession by one or more
spirits: “A power animal or guardian spirit... not only increases one’s physical energy
and ability to resist contagious disease, but also increases one’s mental alertness
and self-confidence.... Being powerful] [spirit possessed] is like having a force field
in and around you.... Thus, possession of guardian spirit power is fundamental to
health.”34

Once a person adopts shamanism, then by definition any illness, mental or
physical, requires the following diagnosis: The person has lost his power animal (or
spirit guide) and the only solution is to “restore” that person’s spirit guide into his
mind and body.

Even children can become novice shamans and spirit-possessed.35 Some of the
modern practices in “transpersonal education” are useful for shamanistic instruction
here.36 Shamans themselves may help introduce power animals and other spirits to
their children.37 As shamanism increases within our culture, the children of American
shamans will become as demonized as their parents. As Harner explains of his own
experience among the Jivaro, “Parents of a newly born infant, in fact, typically gave it
a mild hallucinogen so that it could ‘see’ and hopefully thus acquire an arutam
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wakani or guardian spirit. The parents, of course, wanted the baby to have as much
protection as possible in order to survive into adult life.”38

And shamanistic practice in America has many other fruits.
• Because it encourages demon contact, shamanism leads to occult bondage; that

is, subjection to and dependence upon the world of demons.
• Because it is a form of spiritual warfare, shamanism brings powerful personal

experiences that insulate a person against biblical teaching and the gospel
message.

• Because it is irrational, shamanism produces a denial of cause and effect in the
realm of medicine, leading to a rejection of scientific methods and an acceptance
of occult methods. In that the spirits have subtle powers and persuasions, even
“scientific” harmonizers may end up abandoning orthodox medicine.

• Because it stresses magical ability, shamanism exalts and glorifies the one with
occult powers.

• Because it is animistic, shamanism breaks down three vital distinctions of the
created order: 1) material; 2) plant/animal; 5) human. Rocks, trees, and animals
become just as “alive” and therefore as important as man; in the process, human-
ity is reduced to the lower or lowest levels of the creation.
The result of all this keeps the shamanistic practitioner in a primitive state spiritu-

ally and often morally, with little hope of escape. The ritual and practices of shaman-
ism reinforce its belief system and vice versa through powerful supernatural mani-
festations that are difficult if not impossible to counter.

Only the power of Jesus Christ can break into the dark world of shamanism and
deliver those held in its bondage. Shamans and shaman apprentices who desire
deliverance must turn to the living Jesus Christ, for He and He alone can save them.
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