
I’m nervous for this healing ceremony. A few days ago the spirits told me what was needed for 
this young man was a “shaking out” healing, and that he may very well have a loud and flailing 
experience. It worries me.  
 
It’s evening, early autumn, we are in the 
House of Spirit Medicine, a domed 
structure made of bent willow branches 
crisscrossed and tied together with strips 
of willow bark. Even though the house is 
covered only in canvas, when we are 
inside, there is a profound feeling of 
otherworldly separation and privacy. It’s 
a cosmic womb and each time we work 
in this house we are made new again in 
some mysterious, yet palpable way. But 
I still worry about one thing.  
 
I’ve done all the preparation: prayers of 
permission, gratitude and protection to 
the land surrounding the House, to the trees, the crows, the fire, the ancestors, the winds, to 
the old mothers and fathers, to my human teachers and my otherworld helpers.  I sang and 
rattled inside the house for an hour before the young man and my two assistants arrived to 
make sure the house was warmed and filled with the power of yearning for a better life, and to 
show the nine willow sisters who inhabit the House my dedication to the work I was about to 
do. Now as we begin the ceremony, I feel solid – my constant insecurities have been 
successfully put aside, I’m in the zone to do the work. I only have one worry.  
 
The young man is lying swaddled under several blankets, in a between-the-worlds state of 
consciousness after my two assistants and I have sung over him for twenty minutes or so. I 
bend close and whisper to him that the two women will begin to scrape him with the deer rib 
bones that we harvested from the deer graveyard in the woods nearby, and that whatever 
happens in him, whatever begins to be released, feel free and safe to let it happen. 
 
I feel a little panicky giving him that permission and I’m hoping like mad that he will just lie 
quiet. But he doesn’t. Soon he is shaking, coughing, shouting, moaning. The sprits were right – 
he needs this. I tell the women to keep breathing deeply, keep singing the song steadily, and 
keep scraping and flinging the scraped-off energies into the fire. They can see the energies – 
they are good at this work. I rattle and hold the space, watch for unwelcome visitors from the 
other world, and try to quell that one worry: that this time the neighbors on either side or right 
behind us are going to call 9-1-1.   

 
The Spirit House is in my back yard, in a middle class urban 
neighborhood of Minneapolis. When we built it that May 
afternoon two years ago, we had no idea the lessons it 
would continually teach us, and what it would demand of 
me as its keeper. In two years I’ve only received one mild 
complaint from neighbors – after the summer solstice 
healing ceremony in which the twelve of us in the Spirit 



house drummed for four hours straight and made that HBO movie hard to pay attention to.   
 
Without a doubt, the hardest challenge is when I need to step outside the house during a 
ceremony to sing to the spirits. My former in-laws live right behind me and it takes a mighty 
effort to put away the images of them clicking their tongues and muttering how they never 
knew I was quite this weird.  
 
The House began as a simple effort to take seriously what it means to do “urban shamanism” – 
to have a wild space, a space dedicated to sprit and owned by it, separate from the house that 
the humans live in. Some people can buy a spot of land outside the city, build the perfect Yurt 
on it and invite people to drive there for special and profound experiences.  I’m not that person.  
 
For reasons economic and theological, I felt called to make a space that that my people could 
get to quickly and didn’t require a long drive away from the city. A place that proclaims the core 
of shamanic theology as I understand it: the sacred is right here, right now, not somewhere 
else, somewhere “unmarred.” The land I live on is sacred land, not because it’s idyllic, but 
because it allows me to live in this spot, to feed my children here, to do my work here. I belong 
to this land and am grateful.  
 
I need to tend to the house as a living being. I need to feed it with ceremony and offerings, 
with song and weeping. And I need to tend to the Willow Sisters and listen to what they want 
from me. This includes when they tell me to get out, as they did when I was doing the 
preparatory work for a soul retrieval, and a very dodgy ancestor of the client showed up, and 
they told me for my own good I’d better leave while they worked on him. Or like a few days 
ago when I went in to make offerings after not visiting for two weeks and they said to leave 
them alone because they were sleeping for the winter. I’m not sure when they will let me in 
again.   
 
The first time I did a group ceremony in the house, I had a profound vision of all kinds of spirit 
visitors poking their heads in through the smoke hole, checking us out in wonder and 
astonished glee that we were bringing this work right here, to this urban spot, where the buses 
rumble past, amidst the sirens and jet engines and leaf blowers.  With this house we say “Yes, 
spirit is everywhere, yes we see you, and now we ask for your help.” And they help us, right 
here in the back yard. 
 

So I ended up with this flimsy, half-crooked, 
canvas blob in my yard, as seen from the 
outside, but which carries enormous spiritual 
Presence for those who enter it. When I teach 
students in there, it’s clear that the teaching 
comes from well beyond me. When my students 
and I do healing ceremonies in there, even 
people who have little experience with shamanic 
practice feel instantly safe and calm.  
 
I feel protected, cared for and guided when I’m 
inside it, but to my surprise, I also feel protected 
by it when I’m in my house. I feel it out there all 



the time. I see it out the window a dozen times a day. It has made this spot of busy city a 
specially charged piece of land, a temenos, a set-apart place dedicated to the Great Mystery, 
the place where the work matters more than what my neighbors think of me.  At night when 
I’m in bed, I can feel the Sprit House out there, quietly securing the threshold between the 
worlds, a constant reminder of the agreement between me and the spirits, that as long as I 
keep my head on straight, as long as I keep my permission and protection in proper order, they 
will help me, they will keep me safe and they will allow me to do this beautiful work. 
 
The Spirit House sinks into people’s consciousness in different ways. Sometimes I won’t see 
them for a year, and then they pop up at a weekend drum circle, faces all aglow. Sometimes 
they become my students or apprentices. Sometimes I sense that I’ll never see them again – 
like the young man who shook out something profound in the house. I often don’t know the 
long-term outcomes of this work. So I simply rest on a trust of the work, trust in the willow 
sisters, and trust in the Spirit, and I just do what I’m called to do. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sidebar: 
 
How to build a spirit house 
 
I honor my colleague and teacher Teresa Riley Baecker for teaching us how to build the first 
house. What we call Red Willow grows wild by ponds or lakes. Cutting it in spring time is good 
because they are full of water and very flexible. After many offerings and prayers, and when we 
felt we had permission, we cut 32 stalks, each about fifteen feet tall, and a little smaller than 
the size of our wrists.  We stripped the bark off to use as ties. We buried 12 of the longest 
stalks about two feet into the earth in a circle with a diameter of the two tallest people 
stretched out on the ground (about 12 feet). We made an arched doorway facing east – in my 
Celtic shamanic tradition, the direction of new life, rebirth, and the goddess of healing and 
springtime, Brigit. I covered it with heavy canvas painter’s drop cloths from Home Depot. I 
placed scores of grommets in the canvas to make holes for tying the canvas to the structure. 



We ended up with a structure that could seat 12 people in a circle inside. I added the upright 
pole in the middle a year later, after heavy snow collapsed the house the first winter.  


