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It has been suggested in these pages that re-
search on prayer, when combinedwith research
on psychotherapy, converges on the conclusion
that unconscious prayer may be an impor-
tant component in psychotherapeutic healing
(Rhead, 1996). New research on shamanism
(Harner, 2013) suggests that it may have a rela-
tionship to psychotherapy similar to that which
has been suggested for prayer. As with prayer,
it is possible that psychotherapists who have no
belief or interest in shamanism may neverthe-
less be using it unconsciously with their clients.

The essence or core of shamanism is the
shamanic journey (Harner, 1980). The shaman
leaves his or her body in the physical world of
Ordinary Reality (OR) in order to travel to
the spiritual world of Non-Ordinary Reality
(NOR), where valuable information and heal-
ing powers may be acquired and brought back
for use in OR.

Although many ancient shamanic tradi-
tions assume that a successful shamanic jour-
ney requires that the shaman must be exposed
to extreme circumstances (e.g. life-threatening
illness, severe weather, sleep deprivation, fast-
ing, and prolonged arduous training involving
all of the foregoing) or must ingest powerful
psychoactive substances, modern research sug-
gests that such drastic measures are not neces-
sarily required. People with little or no infor-
mation or experience regarding shamanism
can quickly learn to go on a shamanic journey with a minimum of instrucrion,
a blindfold, and some rhythmic drumming (Harner 2013).

It is this demonstration of the ready accessibility of shamanic srares of con-
sciousness that raises the question ofhow often they may occur spontaneously,
even in people who have never heard of shamanism, much less had any intention
of going on a shamanic journey. Harner (2013) speculates that some scientific
breakthroughs may have occurred when a scientist was exposed ro something as
mundane as the rhythmic clickety clack of a train ride that stimulared a journey
to NOR where new information was acquired that allowed for the scientific
breakthrough.

As rrE EvoLvEs, lonN nrrneo be-
comes more interested in the way
psychotherapy facilitates access to
deep wisdom in both therapist and
client, and how this wisdom fa-
cilitates heal ing and transformarion,
again in both therapist and client.
He has been an on-and-off-again
student of shamanism-more off
than on-for many years. As he
has recently been in and "on" pe-
riod and more actively engaged in
studying shamanism, he has been
intrigued wirh how much it has in
common with the work of depth
psychotherapy. He hopes that by
publishing this article he will in-
oculate myself against another "off'
period.
jrheadEumaryknd.ed*
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Psychotherapists routinely operate within the domain of the unconscious,
a domain that many non-therapists would consider to be other than ordinary.
\7hile exploring the personal and collective unconscious experiences within
themselves and their clients, psychotherapists are already crossing boundaries
of some kind around the conventional idea of OR. tVhen a psychotherapist
seeks to access "clinical intuition" in order to help a client, it could be argued
that what is being sought is the kind of information or healing power that is the
object of the shamanic journey. That intuition may be sought through evenly
hovering attention during the therapy hour, through prayer within or outside
the hour, or from paying attention 1s dlsxms-1he therapisttr or the clients.
\[hen that intuition proves helpful, who is to say whether it came from the psy-
chotherapistt personal unconscious, the collective unconscious, or the helping
spirits presumed to reside in the shamant NOR? Just as a strict behaviorist who
does not believe in the existence of unconscious process may still be influenced
by his or her own unconscious, so might it be with any therapist who does not
believe in shamanism.

A colleague recently told me about having an impulse to invite a client out to
lunch at the end of a session. Realizing how utterly inappropriate it would be to
afi on this impulse, he held himself back for a few moments. Then he gave him-
self over to the possibility that some deeper wisdom was telling him something,
so he put his reputation (and possibly his license) on the line and invited the cli-
ent to lunch. She initially resisted, pointing out how inappropriate and possibly
unethical it was for him to issue such an invitation. He nevertheless persisted
and she finally relented, joining him for what seemed to be nothing more than
a social lunch. Only later did she tell him that she had every intention of going
home and killing herself after the therapy session, something she had not even
hinted at during the session, and that the lunch had saved her life. \tr7hether the
source of the therapistt intuition was really just the invisible result of years of
pracrice or whether it came as the result of some kind of help from a spirit in the
shamanic world of NOR is ultimately unknowable, at least in OR.

Among shamanic techniques of healing are soul extracdon and soul retrieval,
referring respectively to removing something foreign that has become lodged in
the client's soul-a soul intrusion-and to retrieving a part of the clientt soul
that has somehow become separated from the client. Before I had ever heard
about these techniques for repair ofthe soul, I had the language ofpsychology
for repair of the mind or personality. In this framework, I thought of negative
introjects rather than soul intrusion and of parts of the mind or personality be-
ing split offchrough dissociation. During that time, a client came in one day in
crisis after a traumatic experience and said, "I come here to validate my soul."
Although it was not language that was familiar to me at the time, I was impacted
enough by her declaration to write a poem about it (Rhead, 1991). By the time

1. I have occasionally heard a therapist boast of falling asl€cP dudng a session and having a
snippet of a dream that proyes to be very helpful to the therapl'. If is loo*s like a (shamanic) duck,
quacks like a....
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I finished the poem I had come to the realization that I was there for the same
reason my client had given.
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From the Voices Archiue, Spnng D96:

Unconscious Prayer and Psychotherapeutic Healing

I baue been trying to fgure out how psychothera?y uorhs (or dnesn't worh) for a
long time. I haue also been uery interested in rnatters of the spiritfor a long time. I
guess it could be said that my writing this article was onfi a mater of (long?) tirne.

I have long been intrigued by the notion of invisible forces. In the physical
domain electromagneric radiation, or even just electrical current flowing through
a copper wire, fascinates me. My father was an electrical engineer who gave me
my first Lionel train when I was 3, so I had plenty of support for my interest and
curiosity about such matters. My mother, on the orher hand, has always been an
enthusiastic spiritual seeker, so she modeled and supported my interest in unseen
psychological and spiritual forces, such as prayer and love. The combined impact
ofgenetic and environmenral infuences ofhaving these two parents has certainly
made for an interesting life.

In graduate school, a quarrer of a century ago, my favorite postulate (which I
believe was my own creation, as much as anything ever is) was the following: It is
impossible to hate anyone whom one knows deeply, and it is probably impossible
to refrain from loving such a person.

This postulate came immediately to mind when I read Primary Speech: A
Psychology of Prayerby Barry and Ann Ulanov (1989), and seemed to go hand-in-
glove with what they postulate about the nature of prayer:

Everybody prays. People pray whether or not they call it prayer. We pray every time
we ask for help, understanding, or strength, in or our of religion. Then, who and
what we are speak out of us whether we know it or not. Our movements, our still-
ness, the expressions on our faces, our tone ofvoice, our actions, what we dream
and daydream, as well as what we actually put into words say who and what we are.
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To pray is to listen to and hear the self who is speaking. This speech is primary
because it'is basic and Fundamental. our ground. In prayer we say who in Fact we
are-not who we should be, nor who we wish we were, but who we are. All prayer
begins with this confession.

Ifmy graduate school theory and the Ulanovs' concepts about prayer are add-
ed to the recendy emerging scientific research pertaining to prayer, it appears that
the result may be a new way of understanding how psychotherapy heals.

Recent scientific research pertaining to prayer (summarized in Dossey, 1990)
indicates that (1) prayer works (i.e., it influences the health of people and other
living organisms), (2) its effect is not a function of the distance between the per-
son doing the praying and the object of the prayer (this finding seems to be pre-
dictable from all the previous parapsychology research showing that the inverse
square law, which predicts the diminished intensity of radiated physical energy
as a function of the distance from the source, does not apply to psychic uansmis-
sions), (3) the amount of time spent in prayer directly infuences the effectiveness
of the prayer, (4) more-experienced persons who pray have a greater impact than
Iess-experienced persons who pray, (l) how well the person praying knows the
object ofthe prayer directly influences the power ofthe prayer, and (6) nondirec-
tive prayer is far more effective than directive prayer.

The last four findings are the ones which seem to have the greatest implications
for how psychotherapy heals. I will refer to them by their numbers (3 through 6).

'With regard to finding that nondirective prayer is more effective than direc-
tive prayer (#6), some clarification is in order. Nondirective prayer is prayer in
which one simply holds lovingly (or prayerfully) the object of prayer in onet con-
sciousness without specifically wishing or asking for a particular effect other than
its highest good. (Kenneth \(apnick, in a personal communication, points out
that the concept of "joining," as presented in14 Course in Miracles, fitsvery nicely
with the notion of nondirective prayer. According ro A Course in Miracles, it is

through the joining with others that one is able to undo the belief that one is sepa-
rate from God.) One does not pray that a cancer be cured, a marriage survive, or
that financial prosperity be attained. Rather, one afiempts to adopt the attitude of
"thy will be done," rather than "my will be done," with the only specification be-
ing that the highest good be realizedfor the object of the prayer. (Gerald May, in
a personal communication, suggests that the Judeo-Christian evolution of prayer
has been from the very directive prayer ofthe Psalms and prophets to the very
nondirective prayer of the mystics, who came to understand Prayer as an amemPt
to tune into God's own prayer.) Hence, nondirective prayer can be seen as essen-

tially an overtly spiritual version ofclient-centered therapy.

,'Sf'hat appears to follow from the aforementioned postulates and research find-
ings is the possibility that psychotherapy at its most fundamental level allows
the client to be known better-by himself, by the therapist, by other clients (in
group, couple, or family therapy), and perhaps by God. The interpersonal pro-
cesses of disclosure, confrontation, and affirmation are simply the ways in which
this knowing is stimulated. If my graduate school postulate is true, then this
knowing will certainly lead to an accepting (i.e., without hate) attitude, and will

72 VOICES: SUMMER 2014



probably lead to a loving attitude. If this is the case, then in some way a form of
spontaneous prayer may be engendered. To the extent that the therapeutic model
is a nondirective one, this praying will maximize its impact (#6). If the persons
involved are highly experienced (i.e., the clinician has been in practice a long time
or the other members have been in the therapy group a long time), all the better
(#4). The finding that the amount of time spent in prayer correlates positively
with outcome (#3) may explain the value of long-term psychotherapy. In addi-
tion, the interaction of the intensity and duration of the therapeutic involvement
could be expected to influence how well a person would come to be known (by
self as well as other), and this degree of known-ness should in turn infuence how
effective any sponraneous prayer would be (#r. To the extent that one might
think in terms such as "intervening variables" or "modulating variables," one
could think of human prayer as an inrervening or modulating variable between
human beings and the healing love of God.

A conceptual outline such as the one given above might explain the results
published by Spiegel et al. (1989). They found that women with breast cancer
lived significantly longer when randomly assigned ro group therapy rhan ro a
control group. The original intention was simply to provide suppoft for persons
facing a porenrially fatal illness, without any attempt to extend survival. It is
interesting to note that the absence of the intention to extend survival may be
exactly what made it possible to do so. If the goal had been to extend life, then
the efforts of the group (including whatever spontaneous prayer might have oc-
curred) would have been much more directed. The nondirective nature of the
intention may actually have contributed unwittingly to rhe outcome.

Another hisrorical piece ofpsychotherapy research supports an idea that psy-
chotherapy heals through sponraneous, perhaps even unconscious, prayer. This
is the finding (Fiedler, 1953) that experienced therapists ofdiffering theoretical
orientations tend to behave similarly in their pracrice of psychotherapy. It may be
that there is a natural pull toward some sort of attitude, in turn reflected in thera-
peutic style, which could be described as prayerful. This attitude would be one of
benevolence and ofwishing rhe best for the client. Of course what I describe as "a
natural pull" may be nothing more than the effects of operant conditioning. \7e
may simply be reinforced by the outcome when our approach is nondirective, and
therefore learn over rime to emit more of these (covert) operanrs called prayer. It
is also of interest thar rhis particular finding is quite consistent with the finding in
prayer research that more-experienced persons who pray are more effective. The
notion that the development of a prayerful style of therapy might occur outside
of the conscious awareness of the therapisr is quite consistent with the degree to
which therapists of differing theoretical orientations converge on a common be-
havioral pattern without conscious awareness.

It is particularly intriguing to me to think of the norion thar coming ro know
myself better (i.e., finding ways ro make conscious what had previously been
unconscious) might make it possible for me to pray for myself more effectively.
Extending that notion, the more any person gets to know self or other, whether
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in the context ofpsychotherapy or not, the grearer the possibility that healing
through prayer will occur.

Although hard-pressed to put it into words, I would say rhar somerhing like
this has been my personal experience with healing-as therapisr, client, friend,
and family member. My current growing edge includes some exploration of
how such healing can occur between me and non-human, and even non-animal
entities.

The research implications of the aforementioned theorizing are summed up
by Nikola Tesla, the physicist whose ideas and experiments a few decades ago
caused him to be regarded by some as a genius, and by some as a crackpot. He is
reported (Kalweit, 1984) to have said: "On that daywhen science begins to inves-
tigate non-physical phenomena, it will make greater progress in a decade than in
all the centuries that it has existed." In a more concrere form, these implications
would have to do with designing carefully controlled studies in which a number
of variables would be studied in a double-blind fashion to assess their impact on
whatever praying may occur in the course of psychotherapy. These would include
(l) the degree of similarity between the theological beliefs of the therapist and
client, (2) the presence or absence ofconscious intentionality to pray as part of
the psychotherapy process, (3) the degree ofwillingness ofthe client to have the
therapist pray for him or her, (4) the impact of non-human prayer (e.g., domestic
pets present in the therapy or the broader life ofthe client, as well as any non-
human entitites the therapist might invoke in a shamanic fashion), (5) the degree
to which the therapist is consciously aware of praying (of course the measurement
ofunconscious praying would open a whole new chapter in projective tesring),
(6) the degree to which therapist and client believe rhar prayer is efFective, and (7)
the specific form ofthe prayer.
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