
Religious Implications 

Psyche, Soul, and Spirit 

Tlbrrc is a conrintlum oicosmic cnnwiousncss against which our i l idi-  
viduality builds bur accidcn~al iurces and into which our w c r a l  minds 
ylungc 3s in to a nn~ther  sca. 

-Will iam James1 

Psychedelics cerrainly srarrled and  shook rhe \\'esrcrn wor ld.  Bur  one o f  

the  grearesr surprises was rhar psychedelics p rnduccd religious experiences. 

A significanr number  o f  people, inc lud ing  sraunch arheisrs and Marxisrs, 

c la imed ro  have f ound  korsho in a capsule, mokslm in a m u s h r o o m ,  o r  

rdtor; in a psychedelic. In hc r ,  rhcse c la ims proved so consisrenr over so 

111any years [hat some researchers have renamed psychedelics 

"enrheogcns," st~bsrances rhar facilirare awarcncss o f  G o d  w i th in .  

Rel igious scl~olars imrnediarely splir. For  many  o f  rhem, psychedelic 

epiphanies were considered pseudo-spir irual ar besr and  de l~rs iona l  ar 

worst. H o w  c ~ u l d  nlerc micrograms o f a  curioirs chemical possibly repl i-  

care [ l ie  lieiglirs o f  h i ~ m a n  experience rradir ional ly l iard w o n  over decades? 

On the othe! side of rhc isle srood researchers l ike R a m  Dass. Rabbi  

Za l l l i an  Sc l~ar l~ re r -Sha lo~n i .  and Hus ron  Smirh, w l i o  argued for rhe pos- 

sibi l i ty o f  experiential equivalence berwecn conremplarive and chemical 

n~ysr ic ism.  T h e y  drew o n  research such as rhe famous Harvard  " G o o d  

Frirlay Srllt ly" and o n  rlieories such as rhe "principle o f  causnl indi f fer-  

ence."' T h i s  principle suggests rhar if srares are cxper ic~i r ia l ly  idenrical. 

~ l l c l i   lie fact that  hey have ditrercnr causes may be irrelevanr. 

T h e  debate has raged for  decades. A r  rhe present time, bo rh  research 

ant1 rheory suggest an answer r o  this q~resrion. T h a t  aliswer is a highly 
ql la l i l ied "yes." Ycs, i r  secnis rhar psychedelics can ir iducc genuinc spirirlral 

311d niysrical cxpcrielices, bur  on l y  on somcoccasions in ro1nc pcoplc under 

Wliarevcr rl ie co~ ic lus ion ,  r l ~ e  debare ant1 rhe ~rsys l~ede l i c  cxl)losion 

wh i ch  ser i t  off, ru rncd  arrcnrion ro  ~ l l e  i l r r r ig l r ing relarior~sl i i l )  hcrween 

drugs and rel igion. Ir soon became apparenr rllar r l ~ e  religious usco fdr l lgs  

t o  induce sacred stares o f  consciousness has been widesl lread across 

nunierolrs culrures. Hisror ica l  examples i n c l t ~ d e  [ he  fivkco~r o f  111s Greek 

Eleusinian nlysrcries, [he Ausrraliali al)origiries' p i r i r r i ,  H i n r l ~ l i s n i s  so,ir,~, 

rhc w ine  o f  Dionysis E lcu~ l re r ios  (Diolrysis r l ie l iberalor), and r l ie Zoroas- 

rrians' honina.4 Conrenlporary exarnplcs also abutlnd, sucli as rlie use o f  

mar i juana hy Rastafarians a l rJ  some I n J i a n  yogis, Nar ivc  Amer ican  

peyote, and  rhe Sourh Amer ican shaniaris' ayalluasca.1 N o  rnarrer wl iar r l ~ e  

currenr debare i n  rhe Wesr, i r  seems clear ihar for  c e l ~ n ~ r i e s  orl ler c l ~ l r l ~ r e s  

have agreed rliar psychedelics are capable o f  p r o d u c i ~ ~ g  valuable religious 

experiences. 

U~ isuspccr ing  Westerners w h o  e x p e r i ~ ~ i e ~ i t r d  w i r l i  rliese drugs were 

nor  i m m u n e  t o  rheir religious and  spir irual impacr, and rhis inipacr rook  

rhree forms. T h e  firsr was 3 spir irual inir iar ion. M a n y  people l lad rheir firsr 

s i g n i l i c a r ~ ~  religious-spirirual ex l~er icnce o n  psychedelics. An io l r g  r l ie con-  

rr iburors ro  rhis hook, James Fadiniart and  Ran i  Dass are srr iking exam- 

pler o f  people whose lives were clra~i lar ical ly reorierired ill rl l is way. 

Those w h o  were already cornn l i r led  l o  spi r i rual  concerns, such as 

Rabbi  L l r n a n  Schaclirer-Shalomi and  Hus ron  Smi r l l ,  f01111cl 3 decpelied 

inrcrcsr in, and  understanding of,  variorls aspec~s o f  rel igion. Spirirualiry. 

n iysr ic is~n,  and Eastern phi losophies proved p a r ~ i c i ~ l a r l y  i l i r r i gu i ng  fctr 

many  pcoplc, and the in f lux  o f  H i n d u i s m  and U u d ~ l l ~ i s n ~  i l l r t ~  r l l r  W'esr 

was one resulr. 

A rh i rd  effecr was t o  encourage people ro  Lwgin a spi r in la l  l iracrice ill 
o rder  r o  deepen and  srahilize rhe  experiences ar id  openir lgs rhey h a d  

For i r  rapid ly  bccamc apparent rhar, wh i l e  psychedelics niigllr 

somerimes grace the  user \ r i r l l  a gl inipse o f  r l ie r ra~lscendenr,  i r  ofre11 

Iasred n o  longer than rhe drug's cfTecr did. As Hus ron  S m i ~ l r  co~rc luded,  

" D r l ~ g s  appcar r o  induce religious experiences; ir is less evidel ir  rl iat t l iey 

can producc religious lives."6 ' f l i e  cl ial l rr tge is t o  ~ra l rs l ; i rn~ peak expcri-  

ences i n ro  plarcau cxpcricnces, cpipl ial i ies i n ro  perso~lalir): alrered srares 

i n r o  alrercd rrairs, rransiel ir  srares i n r o  e n ~ l u r i l ~ ~  srages, o r  3s H~ISIOII 
Smi rh  so c loqt lcnr ly  put ir, ro  r r ans fo rn~  "flashes o f i l l u n ~ i n a r i o r r  inlo abid- 

ing lighr." T h i s  challenge played a large ro le i n  rlte po l~~ t l a r iw r i on  of prac- 

rices such as conreniplarion, medirariolr and  yoga. 

111 sliorr, had  a ma jor  impacr on rile t l n d e r s r a r i d i l ~ ~  and  

pracrice o f r e l i g i o l i  in rlre W'esrern wor ld,  and Ranr I>ass. R a l h i  L l r n a n  



Sihachrer-Shalo~ni, and Huston Smith wcrc at rhc iorefront of  investigat- 

ing the religiolls significa~icc o f  these subsranas. 
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