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Love never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:8


For my daughter


INTRODUCTION
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with uninhibited fingers for the unfathomable





Our civilization is on a path of ever-increasing acceleration, but what are we rushing toward?

Anxieties are multiplying. The environment is disintegrating. The heat is rising as the ozone layer thins. Jihad faces off against McWorld in senseless wars and televised atrocities. Populations are displaced as cities disappear beneath toxic flood tides. Rogue nations stockpile nuclear arsenals. Presidents assure us they will “make the pie higher,” while increasing inequity and rubber-stamping torture. Military analysts prepare for resource wars fought over water and grain; indigenous prophecies point to an imminent polar reversal that will wipe our hard drives clean. Technology advances according to the exponential curve described by Moore’s Law, its unforeseen consequences following Murphy’s Law. New Age cults scan the skies for extraterrestrial apparitions. Old Age religions anticipate Armageddon. The linear progress and “end of history” once promised by liberal theorists seem a hallucinatory figment of another reality. Activists and radicals, horrified by the scorched-earth effects of globalization, insist “another world is possible.” But few people have any idea of what that world would be.

This book advances a radical theory: that human consciousness is rapidly transitioning to a new state, a new intensity of awareness that will manifest itself as a different understanding, a transformed realization, of time and space and self. By this thesis, the transition is already under way—though largely subliminally—and will become increasingly evident as we approach the year 2012. According to the sacred calendar of the Mayan and Toltec civilizations of Mesoamerica, this date signifies the end of a “Great Cycle” of more than five thousand years, the conclusion of one world age and the beginning of the next.

Traditionally, the completion of the Great Cycle was associated with the return of the Mesoamerican deity Quetzalcoatl, “Sovereign Plumed Serpent,” depicted in sculptures and temple friezes as a fusion of bird and snake, representing the union of spirit and matter. Mexican archaeologist Enrique Florescano writes: “Quetzalcoatl is the god who hands down civilization, reveals time, and discerns the movement of the stars and human destiny.” The hypothesis I propose is that the completion of the Great Cycle and the return of Quetzalcoatl are archetypes, and their underlying meaning points toward a shift in the nature of the psyche. If this theory is correct, the transformation of our consciousness will lead to the rapid creation, development, and dissemination of new institutions and social structures, corresponding to our new level of mind. From the limits of our current chaotic and uneasy circumstances, this process may well resemble an advance toward a harmonic, perhaps even utopian, situation on the Earth.

Such a radical proposition may seem absurdly far-fetched and beyond rational analysis, more fable than fact—certainly, it does not seem to match the current direction of world affairs. However, it is my view that this transition can be approached sensibly, considered in a way that does not insult our reasoning faculties. I will do my best to unpack and explain what I mean by this transformation of consciousness, giving the reader guidelines for understanding the process, as I envision it. I will argue that this quantum jump into a new context has been carefully prepared by our history, when it is viewed from a certain perspective. At the same time, our active engagement is required to make it happen. Once we see what is at stake, each of us, individually, can choose whether or not to venture the leap across the divide.

What follows can be read as an extravagant thought experiment—a kind of “no holds barred” poker wager or roulette gamble played in the realm of ideas. To take this wager, no “belief” is required, and none desired—all I ask from readers is an open mind, a critical intelligence, and the willingness to consider things in a different light. While wars, economic recessions, and natural disasters are self-evident phenomena that can be acknowledged by anyone, a change in the nature of the psyche would, at least at first, be a subtle and invisible process. Eventually, however, such a mind-shift would have results in the physical world just as real as those headline-grabbing events that capture global attention for a fleeting moment or two. After all, in only the last two centuries, the surface of the Earth has been reshaped, paved over, penetrated by human thought—thought projected into material form by increasingly powerful technologies. If we were to experience a change in our way of thinking, the world could be transformed once again.

Approaching this subject requires “uninhibited fingers for the unfathomable,” to borrow a phrase from the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. It was Nietzsche, that solitary visionary and destroyer of false values, who noted that much of what we take for knowledge—even in science—is actually a projection of our psychology onto the world. Our thinking tends to circle around established conventions whose basis is forgotten or obscure. Nietzsche proposed that the attainment of knowledge requires a “solid, granite foundation of ignorance” for its unfolding—“the will to knowledge on the foundation of a far more powerful will: the will to ignorance, to the uncertain, to the untrue! Not as its opposite, but—as its refinement!”

As I am seeking to define a change in the nature of consciousness, there is only one medium in which this change can be registered: within consciousness itself, the mercurial domain of our subjective and personal experience—the ground of all experience, in fact. For this reason, my book follows parallel tracks: On the one hand, I seek to build the philosophical scaffolding, drawing down an imprint for understanding this transition; on the other, I follow my own process of discovery—of hesitation and pondering and sleepless nights, of shamanic journeys in desert mesas and Amazonian jungles, of investigations made in English wheat fields and ruined cathedrals of Avalon, of visionary episodes that were often as wrenching as they were revelatory, of the effort made to overcome my own deep-seated “will to ignorance” and fear of the unknown.

THESE DAYS, an approaching or imminent “End of the World” has taken on the Styrofoam ambience of a cultural cliché. Who among our liberal intelligentsia would want to find himself another Montanus or William Miller, Meher Baba or Lubavitcher Rebbe, passed-over prophets and self-proclaimed messiahs of the past, or a deluded devotee of Heaven’s Gate or one of the secret flagellants of Thuringia, impatiently anticipating world-dissolving rapture or the final curtain call of God’s thunderous judgment? At the same time, the Apocalypse refuses to release its grip on the profane imagination of our culture. Movies and television shows spray the message of cataclysmic world destruction, by polar shift, alien attack, flood, flame, comet, or nuclear wipeout. On the level of the collective imagination, W. B. Yeats’s famous poem “The Second Coming” is perpetually rephrased:



Things fall apart; the center cannot hold; Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.





For some, a literal Second Coming of Christ is eagerly anticipated. Millions of Christian Fundamentalists—in the American heartland and the White House—consider themselves Rapture-ready, living out the script of the book of Revelation. Best-selling novels predict the return of a Schwarzenegger-like Messiah, mowing down the armies of the faithless. It sometimes seems that our disinterest in environmental protection and climate treaties finds its ultimate basis in this shallow eschatology. Why reduce gas mileage or preserve resources when the End of Days is on its way? Why not, instead, accelerate the process? While the actions of Fundamentalists might seem to contradict principles of their sacred texts, they believe that no harm can come to those who are already saved—even the promise of the angels in the book of Revelation to “destroy them which destroy the Earth” causes them no sleepless nights.

The world-denying ambience and transcendent emphasis of our patriarchal religions has reached a kind of fever pitch. God is thought to cast his blessings on imperialist wars, territorial violence, and acts of terrorism; to condone free market capitalism and its exploitation of resources, to uphold the sanctity of the nuclear family, while opposing abortion and same-sex unions. God seems a convenient reference point for whatever regressive movement or lockdown of possibility any pundit, pontiff, or president chooses to announce in his name—for the increasing institution of a barbed-wired world.

Those on the other side of the fence, liberals and skeptics, secular believers in science and progress, still expect that the future will follow the pattern of the past century: sleeker machines, more immersive virtual worlds, longer life spans, further ecological deterioration. They accept economists’ projections of limitless growth and ignore other figures indicating depletion and devastation. Faced with terrorist threats, most are willing to forfeit a degree of freedom for a measure of security. They ignore or avoid the underlying aspects of our situation that contradict their hopes and plans for the future.

Beyond the Apocalypse and blue-eyed Jesus awaited by the faithful, another “rough beast” slouches toward us: a biospheric crisis of such magnitude that it will touch the life of every person on Earth: “We are being confronted by something so completely outside our collective experience that we don’t really see it, even when the evidence is overwhelming. For us, that ‘something’ is a blitz of enormous biological and physical alterations in the world that has been sustaining us,” writes Ed Ayres, editorial director of World Watch, in his 1999 volume God’s Last Offer, a compelling analysis of our global plight. God’s Last Offer, like many such tomes, offers statistical support and rational argument for sounding the alarm. Its sobering predictions were ignored by a populace hungry for sex advice, celebrity gossip, and literary distraction. Ayres identifies four accelerating developments, or “spikes,” that threaten our immediate future: population growth (though slower than once projected, global population increases by eighty million each year), consumption of resources, increasing carbon gas emissions, and the mass extinction of species (a systemic loss of amphibians, birds, mammals, insects, plants, and marine life worse, by far, than the sudden crash that eliminated the dinosaurs a while back).

“Global warming and bio-extinctions are all-encompassing, and the expansions of population and consumption trigger chain reactions that cannot be stopped by shores or borders,” Ayres writes. The trends create feedback loops that further increase the rate of change—for instance, climate shift makes forests more vulnerable to fires, like the vast conflagrations that have swept the West in recent years, releasing more carbon gas while further reducing the number of carbon-absorbing trees. Ayres picks apart the mechanisms of dissimulation and deception—as well as the much more powerful denial, or will to ignorance—that have obscured the massive changes now taking place around us. “It’s likely that a general pattern of behavior among threatened human societies is to become more blindered, rather than more focused on the crisis, as they fall,” he suggests. The current world situation is like a car whose driver responds to the fact that his gas is running out by flooring the accelerator. The naughty thrill of breaking the speed limit distracts from any worry that the ride will soon be over, or any preparation for how it might end.

Within forty years, at the current rate of deforestation, there will be no tropical forests left on the Earth. Almost all of the world’s delicate ecosystems, from polar ice caps to coral reefs, are facing a similar speedy decline. Our resources are dwindling at the same pace. As the 2005 Millennium Eco-Systems Assessment, prepared by the United Nations, states: “Nearly two-thirds of the services provided by nature to humankind are found to be in decline worldwide. In effect, the benefits reaped from our engineering of the planet have been achieved by running down natural capital assets. In many cases, it is literally a matter of living on borrowed time.” The UN report tells us our oceans—until recently deemed vast beyond human influence—are ninety percent fished out, with entire food chains of aquatic life disappearing.

Geologists have proposed that depletion of the Earth’s fossil fuel reserves could lead to shortages and steep jumps in price within the next few years. Imminent “Peak Oil” scenarios suggest a global recession—or far worse. In the meantime, we continue to pump more than six billion tons of heat-trapping carbon into the atmosphere annually. As climate change accelerates—along with the thinning of the ozone layer, desertification, the increasing poisoning of the biosphere by industrial chemicals, and so on—almost every year sets records for the number of earthquakes, wildfires, droughts, hurricanes, and other deluges.

Corporate globalization, a system aimed at short-term profit over long-term consequences, runs a going-out-of-business sale of the Earth’s resources. What the West has started, other nations may finish: Studies have shown that, due to rapid industrialization and continued population growth, China alone would need an extra 200 million tons of grain per year by 2030, an amount equal to the export capacity of the entire world in 1997—and agricultural yields are falling, due to topsoil depletion, droughts, and unforeseen consequences of industrial farming. “In addition to twenty-six or more countries that are now water-deprived, hundreds of additional regions within countries, including large areas within China, India, Mexico, and the United States, are water-scarce,” Ayres writes. Water and food shortages would lead to widespread migrations and social unrest, inciting short-term authoritarian regimes, followed by global chaos: “Leaders, unable to deliver relief, would likely be toppled, and governments would lose their ability to maintain order,” Ayres notes. “Millions of people would depart as refugees, spilling over borders in diasporas too large to either control or support.”

The long-term health of human societies cannot be separated from the health of the biosphere. We have reached the end of that relatively short period when the momentum of mass material progress could obscure the rapidity of global decimation. If one takes the time to reflect on our plight, as Ayres and others have done, it seems likely that the structures currently supporting our civilization, such as the sovereign nation-state, will splinter along with the biosphere. In fact, it may be the case that this process is already under way. The shrill tone of the mass media and the disregard for science and fact shown by our government—the “will to ignorance” imposing a kind of knowledge blockade—foreshadow the deeper crisis just ahead. Many of us recognize the dangers facing us but refuse to consider them carefully, frozen by anxiety over our own fate and the fate of our loved ones. It is possible, however, that this dread must be overcome, or we risk bringing about the result we most fear.

To make sense of this situation, each person has to go through their own individual process, confronting their habitual mechanisms of avoidance and denial, overcoming their fear and conditioned cynicism. This process happens in stages. My own awareness of the global crisis was sharpened by a visit to the Amazon rain forest in Ecuador, several years ago. I went to Ecuador for ceremonies with the shamans of the Secoya, an ancient Amazonian tribe with a complex language and culture that was almost annihilated during the last century. From thirty thousand Secoya at the end of the nineteenth century, about 750 survive today. A parallel process to mass species extinction has sharply reduced the diversity of human cultures. Of six thousand known cultures on Earth, more than half are currently threatened with elimination.

To reach the Secoya, we traveled through areas that had been abundant rain forest only a decade before—but were now reduced to parched grassland where mestizo farmers scratched out meager livelihoods. Each vast tract of millions of acres of jungle, opened up for exploitation by the oil companies, then logged and clear-cut, yields enough oil to sate the U.S. demand for fuel for, on average, three to five days. Once gone, the rain forest does not regenerate. I had read about the cutting down of the rain forest and understood it in the abstract, but confronting it viscerally was a shocking event in my own psychic life—a personal tipping point.

When I was young, I looked forward to a future as a writer and editor in an essentially stable culture that, despite change, would endure long past my life. Literature and art seemed, in themselves, of enduring value—a refuge for subtle perceptions and subversive ideas that could influence the broader culture over time. Like most people, I accepted the concrete solidity of modern civilization and believed its institutions would remain in place. I no longer have that perspective. Mulling over the facts, considering our situation over time, I concluded, sadly, that our current civilization is not a machine built to last.

The cultural critic and mystic William Irwin Thompson thinks we are approaching an imminent “catastrophic bifurcation” of the species:



This hominid moment is not a state that can be perfected; it is a process, and to arrest that process is probably not possible…. Once we were prokaryotic bacteria, then we were dinosaurs, and now we are humans about to become, through a catastrophic bifurcation, subhuman and posthuman, or God only knows what else…. From the greenhouse effect to the ozone hole, or from sex, drugs, and rock and roll to fundamentalist purifications, or from genetic engineering to artificial intelligence, everything we like to call human and home, even the planet as we have known it, is being taken away from us by our own actions, conscious and unconscious.





A former professor of the humanities at MIT and practicing yogi, Thompson is one of a small number of original thinkers who not only understands our present impasse but realizes it is not the whole story. Something else is taking place as well—a sidereal movement of consciousness returning us to levels of awareness denied and repressed by the materialist thrust of our current civilization. Essential to this process, according to Thompson, is a change in our understanding of myth. We can shift “from a postmodernist sensibility in which myth is regarded as an absolute and authoritarian system of discourse to a planetary culture in which myth is regarded as isomorphic, but not identical, to scientific narratives.”

But this return to myth—what could it mean? Would it mean regressing to the superstitious mind-set of the past? Does it imply rejecting the scientific view of the world and the empirical knowledge gained over the last centuries? Or could it be a movement forward toward a more holistic and integrated understanding? And to what extent are the postulates underlying our current science-based or materialist worldview actually mythical, or metaphysical, ones?

Every culture is based upon a mythological substrate that provides a particular basis for understanding and interpreting reality. The ancient Greeks gave us Zeus, Athena, Hermes, and a pantheon of quarrelsome Olympians who interject themselves into the human world as a kind of aristocratic blood sport. The Hindus embody their cosmic principles in colorful multi-armed divinities such as Brahma, Vishnu, Shakti, Kali, and Shiva—creators, protectors, destroyers, and serene contemplators. The Mesoamerican cultures personified their metaphysic in a dizzying array of figures who enfold and interpenetrate one another: Omeototl, Quetzalcoatl, Itzpapalotli, Mixcoatl, Tezcatlipoca, to name but a few. Christians worship the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, embodying the feminine principle in Mary as well as the long-neglected Sophia, goddess of wisdom known to the Gnostics. Is it far-fetched to suggest that the deities of our secular age include the superstrings, selfish genes, Black Holes, and Big Bangs described by our scientists, that define the limits of the materialist worldview?

Myth imparts a structure to space and time; myth weaves a world into being. According to the perspective of the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung, the structure of myth is buried deep in hidden processes of the psyche, and this structure recurs universally in individuals and across all human societies. From his own dreams, cross-cultural studies, and the material provided by his patients, Jung developed the theory of a “collective unconscious,” a repository of myth, symbol, and archetype that emanates from a source beyond the individual mind. Jung described the archetypes of the collective unconscious as “spontaneous phenomena which are not subject to our will, and we are therefore justified in ascribing to them a certain autonomy.” A mythological or archetypal complex—such as the Judeo-Christian Apocalypse—is, from this Jungian perspective, ultimately a psychic event that can take material manifestation, like a collective dream coming to life.

The myth-based civilizations that preceded the rise of the modern world lived according to a model of time that differs from our contemporary awareness of it as a one-way linear extension. They believed that events and epochs inevitably followed a cyclical or spiral pattern, and the development of human societies and human thought was integrated, synchronized, with the immense gyrations of planets, stars, and constellations. For the Maya and Egyptians and the architects of Stonehenge and Chaco Canyon, astronomy was a sacred science. They built their pyramids and monuments as calendars and observatories, anchoring themselves in relation to the observable cosmos.

Periods of decline and dissolution represent necessary phases within this cyclical perspective. In Hinduism, for example, our present epoch is considered to be the last of four ages—corresponding, roughly, to the Golden Age, Silver Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age of the Greeks. It is called the Kali Yuga, named for the destroyer goddess and dark mother, Kali, usually depicted dancing on a corpse, brandishing weapons, and wearing a garland of skulls, strumpet tongue stuck out, blood dripping from bared fangs. According to the French scholar René Guénon, writing in the early years of the twentieth century: “We have in fact entered upon the final phase of this Kali Yuga, the darkest period of this dark age, the state of dissolution from which there is to be no emerging except through a cataclysm, since it is no longer a mere revival which is required, but a complete renovation.” Grim as this sounds, the good news is that the end of the Kali Yuga would mean a return to the Golden Age, the Satya Yuga, when Kali’s rages give way to Shakti’s ecstasies. Similarly, a principle of Chinese Taoism is that “reversal is the movement of the Tao.” The Taoist symbol of the yin yang shows extreme opposites containing each other in embryonic form.

The Aztecs believed that the cosmos dissolved and regenerated itself from time to time. They called this world the age of the Fifth Sun, and feared the transition to the next epoch. During the last years of their empire, they sacrificed an estimated seventy thousand people a year in order to keep the Fifth Sun alive—a textbook case of the destructive mania that overtakes empires when they decline and turn decadent. Similarly, the Hopi, an indigenous tribe of Arizona considered to be the original inhabitants of the North American continent, descendants of the Anasazi who built the monuments of Chaco Canyon, say we are currently in the Fourth World, the fourth incarnation of the Earth. According to their oral prophecies, we are approaching the transition to the Fifth World. However, in the Hopi understanding of reality, there is no past or future as we think of them: “All time is present now,” and events manifest according to their predestined pattern.

While followers of New Age trends often idealize indigenous tribal cultures for their connection to natural forces, modern skeptics dismiss them—our superiority seems proven by our technical acumen, our efficiency in manipulating resources, exploring the tiniest quanta of matter, or shooting rockets into deep space. An alternative perspective withholds judgment. We might consider the ways that the current world situation—billions of people crowded on an increasingly despoiled world, facing an increasingly uncertain future—is both an improvement and a decline from the previous epoch—tribal societies with populations stabilized at a low level, living in balance, more or less, with the natural world. Similarly, the modern materialist sees myth as antiquated and simpleminded—at best, metaphoric or symbolic. We consider it a way of thinking we have outgrown. This book will argue, instead, that the mythic form of thought known to indigenous and traditional cultures remains a valid orientation to reality, even a form of knowledge we need to reconcile with our own.

Prophecy might be based, not on haphazard fantasy, but on attunement to subtler levels of reality—on forms of awareness that the modern West forfeited, temporarily, in order to develop empirical and rationalist thought. As Armin Geertz, an anthropologist of the Hopi culture, writes: “Prophecy is not prediction, even though it purports to be so. Prophecy is a thread in the total fabric of meaning, in the total worldview. In this way it can be seen as a way of life and of being.”

FOR OVER A THOUSAND YEARS, the geniuses of the Mayan and Toltec civilizations that preceded the Aztecs were fixated on codifying their understanding of time, memorializing it in their stone architecture and sculpture. According to their precise calculations, the Earth was approaching a cosmic conjunction that represented the conclusion of a vast evolutionary cycle, and the potential gateway to a higher level of manifestation. As we will discuss in more detail later, this approaching milestone also marks a rare astronomical event: the alignment of the Earth and the Sun with the “dark rift” at the center of the Milky Way on the winter solstice of December 21, 2012. The particular date is less important than the Mayan perspective, as the independent Mayan scholar John Major Jenkins puts it, “that around the year 2012, a large chapter in human history will be coming to an end. All the values and assumptions of the previous World Age will expire, and a new phase of human growth will commence.” He suggests that “the Maya understood this to be a natural process, in which new life follows a death.”

As Thompson noted, mythic thought might be considered “isomorphic,” rather than contradictory, to modern science. In the last centuries, science has exposed the elegant logic in all natural processes, from the implosion of dying stars to the intricate coils of DNA ceaselessly shimmering within each of the hundred trillion cells that glom together to make up our bodies. Unlike modern industrial manufacturing, nature does not create waste. The timing of natural processes—from the chemical signals transmitted during fetal development to the seasonal blossoming of a flower—is usually flawless.

The physicist Werner Heisenberg wrote: “Natural science does not simply describe and explain nature; it is part of the interplay between us and nature.” It is an interesting paradox that as science has studied the world, attaining deeper levels of understanding, the technology produced by our scientific knowledge has simultaneously pulled it apart. The biospheric crisis we have unleashed is entirely man-made. We are the ones who have interfered with the Earth’s self-regulating systems, releasing pollution, garbage, chlorofluorocarbons, depleted uranium, and other streams of toxic spew. Could this planetary emergency also be “part of the interplay between us and nature”?

Myth-based civilizations and traditional cultures believe that human beings are inseparable from natural laws and cosmic cycles. The pattern of the growth of human societies might be viewed as an aspect or expression of nature. Even the development of our individual capacities and the evolution of our self-awareness unfold from capacities contained within the potential of the natural world. We are capable of sensible, intelligent thought because nature is intelligent and sensible. The aboriginal mentality recognizes no ultimate distinction between matter and spirit, no dualistic split between mind and world. As we shall see, at least one cutting edge of thought in modern physics offers support for such a worldview.

By this logic, an evolutionary process on the level of human consciousness should be comprehensible to us, if we can stretch our minds toward it. From the perspective of the no-waste, systemic logic of nature, it would be pointless—and, indeed, a cruel joke—to engender a complex world system such as the one we currently inhabit, only to smash it to bits with no gain and no purpose. If, as my research suggests, we have reached the time of prophecy, then this process should have a logic behind it—even an empirical basis. It should conform to natural laws. Of course, this logic and these laws could be radically different from the ones upheld by the narrowly defined materialist paradigm. What might help is a perspective that is open to radical possibilities, yet at the same time is logical, sensible, and calm.

It is my thesis that the rapid development of technology and the destruction of the biosphere are material by-products of a psycho-spiritual process taking place on a planetary scale. We have created this crisis to force our own accelerated transformation—on an unconscious level, we have willed it into being. Human consciousness, the sentient element of this Earth, is in the process of self-organizing to a more intensified state of being and knowing—what the Russian mystic G. I. Gurdjieff called a “higher octave.” When the Hopi talk of a Fifth World, or the Aztecs anticipate a Sixth Sun, when St. John foresees the descent of the Heavenly City or New Jerusalem, they are describing the same thing: a shift in the nature of consciousness.

The philosopher Martin Heidegger made a distinction between “world,” the conceptual framework that imparts meaning and structure to our lives, and “Earth,” the physical ground of our being. In his phenomenological thought, “world” represents a set of subliminal assumptions, a way of relating to history, to time and space, protected by deep-buried processes in the collective psyche. “The world worlds, and is more fully in being than the tangible and perceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to be at home.” A world allows for certain possibilities while denying others:



By the opening up of a world, all things gain their lingering and hastening, their remoteness and nearness, their scope and limits. In a world’s worlding is gathered that spaciousness out of which the protective grace of the gods is granted or withheld. Even this doom of the god remaining absent is a way in which world worlds.





The process of transition from one world to another could be one of simultaneous creation and destruction. The “opening of a world” might be an exquisitely timed process, like the stages of fetal development, but taking place within the psyche. It might even be necessary that this process remain shrouded in mystery until its final stage. As Heidegger also wrote: “All coming to presence … keeps itself concealed to the last.”

I FIND IT VERY STRANGE—yet strangely familiar—to be making this investigation. I grew up a secular atheist in Manhattan. As a journalist in my twenties, I drank to excess at cocktail parties and wrote magazine profiles of celebrities, shoe designers, and artists. I never imagined I would recover a mythic dimension to existence. I never expected to be fascinated by visions and dreams and synchronicities, to seriously scrutinize biblical passages and indigenous prophecies as if they were the hottest of stock tips during the dot-com boom. Often I have felt less like a person than a convenient intersection for ideas to meet and mesh, a magnet or strange attractor, compelled or fated—perhaps tragically misguided—to draw together Jungian psychology, quantum paradox, Frankfurt School critique, anthroposophy, and Mayan mythology with explorations of such seemingly outré subjects as crop circles, alien abductions, Amazonian shamanism, and the end of time. Whatever the fate of this work, I feel grateful—as well as humbled—to have received the chance to explore such awesome mysteries.

I offer this book as a gift handed backward through space-time, from beyond the barrier of a new realm—a new psychic paradigm that is a different realization of temporality, a reordering of thought that embraces prophetic as well as pragmatic dimensions of reality. My aim is to help the reader share in my understanding. But a text can only act as a scaffolding of concepts, a ladder for others to climb. Real knowledge of what I am saying must be earned, and lived, by each individual, in his or her own way.

If we were to conclude, after careful consideration, that our modern world is based upon fundamentally flawed conceptions of time and mind, that on these fatal defects we had erected a flawed civilization—like building a tower on an unsound foundation that becomes increasingly wobbly as it rises—then logic might indicate the necessity, as well as the inevitability, of change. By closing the gap between science and myth, rationality and intuition, technology and technique, we might also understand the form that change would take. Such a shift would not be the “end of the world,” but the end of a world, and the opening of the next.


PART ONE

[image: Image]

A UNIVERSE IN RUINS



Moloch! Moloch! Nightmare of Moloch! Moloch the loveless! Mental Moloch! Moloch the heavy judger of men!

ALLEN GINSBERG, Howl






CHAPTER ONE

[image: Image]

Throughout my early life and into my thirties, I lacked a metaphysical view of any sort. What I had, however, was an intense and even anguished yearning that deepened as I got older. Growing up in Manhattan, a churning whirlpool of cultural and erotic distractions, I could not shake the feeling that something was absent from my life and the world around me, something as essential as it was unknown, and virtually inconceivable. I belonged to an artistic but deeply atheistic New York City milieu; my father was an abstract painter and my mother was a writer and editor who had been part of the Beat Generation in the 1950s. Both of them had rejected the religions of their ancestors, and internalized the scientific view of a world lacking the sacred. The edifices of organized religion—the gray stone synagogues and massive churches around my neighborhood, the Upper West Side—seemed like somber remembrances and archaic vestiges of the past. I found it almost unbelievable that people would still participate in that kind of worship to a god that had clearly died, as Nietzsche put it, or absconded from the scene long ago.

Culture was my religion—at least its nearest approximation. I recognized myself in Allen Ginsberg’s howls, in T. S. Eliot’s wasteland of fossils and fragments, in James Joyce’s “silence, exile, and cunning.” I felt, with Rainer Maria Rilke, the inaccessibility of the angels hovering over our “interpreted world.” I identified with my father’s tenacious and uncompromising struggle, waged in his cavernous SoHo loft, to pull out of paint and canvas some pure symbol of his longing for being, his awkward authenticity a stance beyond what the market could bear. I identified, also, with my mother’s quiet desperation, the attention to detail in her prose an effort to rescue from life some small but enduring essence—so different from the tidal throes of the Beats, their self-mythologizing mysticism, yet connected to them by a secret desiring strain, as well as shared history.

From my parents I inherited the discipline of solitude, the habit of contemplation. They had found their identity in fleeing the conformity of their parents’ world for the comparative freedoms of bohemia and the life of the mind—this escape from the ossified past shaped their worldview. They belonged to the generational movement of the postwar era, embracing modernism, shedding old conventions.

New York in the 1970s was a city of old ghosts and frayed nerves. My mother and I lived on stately, gloomy West End Avenue, in a turn-of-the-century apartment building lacking a thirteenth floor. I attended the progressive Bank Street School down the street from Columbia University—its focus was on “learning how to learn,” rather than learning anything in particular. Most of our teachers were leftists with a certain slant on history. They had us read Arthur Miller’s play about the Salem witch trials, The Crucible, several years in a row, teasing out the paranoid strain in American life that resurfaced as the “Red Scare” of the 1950s. To this day, I know no other languages, can barely do long division. My early education may have incapacitated me in certain ways, but it helped shape me as a generalist, a perceiver of pattern rather than a delver into detail.

My grandmother lived a few blocks away from my school. In her apartment with the upholstered furniture covered in vinyl slipcovers and the piano that nobody had played in decades, I spent the most stifled afternoons of my life. An ambience of irreparable loss seemed to linger over her and her two elder spinster sisters who lived upstairs. I watched chunks of the Watergate hearings while lounging on her couch. Out of some sense of civic duty, she followed that spectacle of national disgrace from opening gavel to closing bell.

Everyone I knew, adults and children as well, seemed to me to be fleeing from unspoken trauma. I suppose the trauma was history itself, its wars and diasporas, pogroms and Final Solutions—that long-playing nightmare from which Stephen Dedalus seeks to awake at the beginning of Ulysses. My grandmother and her sisters had been marked by the lean years of the Depression, and, before that, by the death of their father, Samuel Rosenberg, a gentle rabbinical student from Poland who could not make it in the New World, putting his head inside a gas oven decades before Auschwitz decreed a similar fate for our relatives who stayed behind. I know nothing about them, not even their names. In the aftermath of my great-grandfather’s suicide, the family burned his papers and poems, never spoke of him again. Around this repression, like an original wound, a scar tissue of secrecy and sorrow had grown. More than half a century after the fact, they remained pierced by the shame of it.

That sense of unreeling trauma was also, I now realize, my own psychological response to my parents’ separation. I was five when my mother and I moved to the Upper West Side, after years of screaming fights between her and my father, caused by his shoddy and unsupportive behavior. Much later, I learned he had never wanted a child, acquiescing uneasily to the situation.

When I was eleven, I became very sick, with osteomyelitis, a bacterial infection of the bone that in my case announced itself as a sharp and unyielding pain in my lower back. I spent eight months in hospitals, much of that time encased in a body cast at a children’s residential ward in upstate New York. My disease did not seem like an accident to me. It seemed like a fateful culmination. All the wrongness of things pointed toward it, like a giant accusing finger. My sojourn in the world of the sick left me feeling semidetached from my body for a very long time. I acutely felt, and feared, the nearness of death, the onset of nonbeing. My mother’s first husband—another abstract painter of Irish Catholic descent—had died, drunk, in a motorcycle crash, and her anguish over that traumatic loss had condensed into anxiety that weighed on me, keeping me away from physical risk. The scoliosis I developed in the wake of my disease seemed a fulfillment of her forebodings. In my own mind, I felt the damage done to me made me unsuitable for adolescent attractions, and for a long time I feared sexual contact, as if it might endanger me by breaching my interior exile, the severity of my self-consciousness.

Growing up in New York City was a teaching in impermanence. A bookstore, a movie theater, a cafe would arrive, as if to crystallize a certain idea of culture—down my block was the New Yorker bookstore, with its worn wooden spiral staircase and its encyclopedic assortment of science fiction; another block away was Griffin, a used book store whose diffident attitude to its dusty wares seemed designed to encourage shoplifting—and then vanish like a twig carried off by the rushing torrents of the river of oblivion, named Lethe by the Greeks. My friends and I spent much of our high school years in revival houses, making diligent dilettante studies of Godard, Fassbinder, Antonioni, Woody Allen, Kubrick, adding their phrases and poses to our lexicon.

Our parents had participated in the radical shifts of the 1960s, escaping the stilted past—that past embodied, for me, in the almost luridly repressive force of my grandmother, for whom culture had stopped with Schubert’s quartets and the lieder of Schumann. No such freeing gesture seemed possible for my friends and me. We had the permanent presentiment that we had arrived too late—there would be no new underground, no French Resistance, no Summer of Love, not even another cleansing scrub of nihilism like the Punk Era that exploded in the late 1970s and immediately collapsed on itself. The revolution—any revolution, or movement, or meaning—was over. It had ended in failure, and we had lost. The butterfly lay crushed under the tank tread. History had snapped shut its traps, and we were exiles in a time after time—the permanent three A.M. of those who “hope without hope,” in T. S. Eliot:



Waking alone

At the hour when we are

Trembling with tenderness

Lips that would kiss

Form prayers to broken stone.





In place of revolution, we witnessed a repetition of gestures and pseudo-rebellions that quickly revealed themselves to be marketing strategies. We were subjected to the AIDS plague, Reaganomics, Star Wars, and Gulf War syndrome, to the endless banality of cynical glitz paraded on television as if it mattered, or made sense. We learned to avoid the dangerous white-eyed stares of crack addicts, step over armies of the homeless, and dodge brazen hostility from poor minority kids from the nearby housing projects, who mugged us out of boredom.

No film summed up the menacing and claustrophobic mood of our New York better than Taxi Driver; it was one of the films we returned to again and again, my friends and I. It was a touchstone for the chaos we felt around us, the frustration that permeated the air like a nearly palpable force. In the ever-tightening gyres of Travis Bickle’s psychotic mind, fixated on yet denied reality by the neon-lit spectacles of porno and politics, of trash-talking human beings who were like living pieces of trash, we could not help but recognize an echo of our own predicament. We almost lived more in the movies, books, video games that we absorbed than we did in the reality surrounding us, which seemed its own dark movie, its own fable of futility.

We were humanists with little interest in science, yet science and its technological expressions were the stabilizing force, the glue holding together our drab and doomed world. Materialism seemed iron-clad; evolution told us how species arise and die out—even the sun would flare out and collapse someday; entropy was the inevitable rule bringing an end to all things. “The whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins,” wrote the philosopher Bertrand Russell, encapsulating this modern vision. “Only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be built.”

Our self-conscious inwardness was a peculiar epiphenomenon that happened to pop up in some complex living systems. It was a by-product of the opposable thumb, an adaptation made by some clever primates trying desperately to avoid getting eaten by fiercer creatures. We could chalk up the success of our species to the law of the jungle, genetic mutation, and the survival of the fittest. We implicitly accepted that our identity and memory, feelings and ambitions, were, as DNA researcher Francis Crick confidently proclaimed, “no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules.” Or, in the assertion of academic philosopher John Searle, “It is just a plain fact about nature that brains cause consciousness.”

No scientist, as of yet, had figured out how consciousness emerged in the brain—but we were assured that it was only a matter of time before that last detail was ironed out and our three-pound jelly of gray matter yielded up its ultimate secret. Our best minds were working on it round the clock. We could rest assured, as well, that there was no life after death, no continuity of soul or flight of spirit. All that was superstition. What was not superstition was what was factual, quantifiable, tactile; whether nuclear bomb, body count, or skyscraper. Oblivion was not superstition. It awaited us after the music of our allotted time ended and we sucked our last breath.

I dropped out of college after two years—Wesleyan University in snowy Connecticut was a playful paradise for some, but a combination of intellectual boredom and erotic failure poisoned the atmosphere for me—and entered the working world, using my mother’s connections to secure editorial jobs in magazines. For a few years, I flourished in the hectic hothouse and pinchbeck glitter of the “roaring eighties.” By trial and error, I learned the overuse of alcohol to overcome my own shy resistances and the defenses of women. I was feted by publicists, met rock stars and movie actors, was flown to Munich to discuss Bambi, banality, and the baroque with the pop artist Jeff Koons and his wife, Cicciolina, Italy’s famed porn star and politician. As some kind of internal reaction to this submersion in slickness, in the new and the now, I also became obsessed with chess and played in weekend tournaments at the Marshall Chess Club on Tenth Street, its paneled chambers smelling of stale pipe smoke and male sweat, draining my brain in losing contests with weird Russian adolescents, sporting taped-up glasses and misbuttoned plaid shirts, who melted down my defenses, drip by drip, over four or five hours. Life almost seemed a kind of chess problem; office politics and relationships required strategic positioning and tactical response. I interviewed the World Chess Champion Garry Kasparov in his Fifth Avenue hotel room, preparing for a match against IBM’s Deep Blue. The computer was catching up to his game, and I could feel his strain as he sought to defend his turf from the accelerated onslaught of integrated circuits that would soon rip the crown off his head. It seemed symbolic of our time: The approaching age of Artificial Intelligence was being promoted in the glossy pages of Wired magazine, whose pundits thrilled that our machines would soon surpass us. I stopped playing chess soon after that meeting.

Out of inherent idealism, I also started a literary magazine and small publishing company with friends while in my early twenties. I drew inspiration from the Beats and earlier modernist movements such as the Surrealists, Dadaists, and Vorticists. I had grown up with stashes of slowly yellowing literary magazines from the 1950s and 1960s stored on my mother’s bookshelves, such as The Evergreen Review, Paris Review, and Floating Bear, a stapled-together, mimeographed broadsheet edited by the poet LeRoi Jones, and always loved the form. Publishing such journals seemed essential for nurturing and inspiring a burgeoning underground scene, advancing the edge of the culture. It was also, I discovered, a great way to meet girls. Through our parties, we gained a low-level notoriety—written up in Vogue and New York Times trend pieces—and an increasing deluge of submissions, almost all of them terrible.

Seeking shadowy currents of vitality, we published stories of sexual malfeasance and personal dissolution, amidst more normal fare. But even the most imaginative acts of perversion, artful cries of despair, or exquisitely rendered relationship stories ceased to thrill me after a while. Instead of defining new forms of perception, we seemed to be stuck on repeat. The works of new fiction as well as art proclaimed masterpieces by the mainstream also left me cold. I began to suspect that our culture, whether experimental or conventional, obscure or acclaimed, was only echoing past achievements, not breaking new ground.

My loss of interest in contemporary culture was only one symptom of a deeper malady—a disavowal of almost everything that had once fascinated or at least entertained me. Some crisis was announcing itself, a “dark night of the soul” carefully prepared by my history, it seems to me now, though I did not see it that way at the time. Stalking the all-too-familiar pavement of New York City, I felt I was skating across the thinnest coating of ice, and beneath that slick crust the void was waiting to claim me, to crush me in the impersonal oblivion that had terrified me as a child. A simple question confronted me—“Is this it?”—and kept intensifying its mocking force, whispering that my life was a lie.

I had always been prone to occasional plunges into desolation—bat-like swoops into interior caverns of the psyche where life seemed without redemption—but as I approached the end of my twenties, the darkness deepened until it obscured everything else. Sometimes I felt I was already dead, wandering in some Hades or Tibetan bardo zone where the shades repressed the disquieting thought that they were no longer alive by engaging in a make-believe danse macabre of frantic activity. I did not know, then, about the astrological concept of the “Saturn Return,” the orbital cycle that brings, every 28.6 years, the ringed planet of melancholy and density back to the place it occupied at one’s birth, known to incite, for some, an intense period of existential reappraisal—what others might call a “major bummer.”

Like some embittered Dostoyevskian renegade, I stopped caring about respectability, normalcy, or the literary and journalistic worlds in which I had tried to make my name. I lost interest in the stories that my culture was willing to tell me about the world—far more dangerously, I lost interest in my own story, which desperately needed a new plot. There was also, as secret undercurrent, my familial connection to the Beats. My mother had dated Jack Kerouac in the late 1950s; she had been with him when On the Road came out, catapulting him to disastrous fame. She sat nervously backstage during the taping of the TV talk show where a drunken Kerouac proclaimed, “I am waiting for God to show me his face.” He broke up with her, then phoned her years later, from the depths of his slow alcoholic dissolution, to tell her tenderly, “All you ever wanted was a little pea soup.”

In my high school yearbook, my mother took out an ad to me with a short quote from On the Road: “… mad to live, mad to love, mad to be saved…” This fragment had remained lodged in my mind like some dangerous splinter. Unlike the people I knew, the Beats had taken their chances, racing across continents in search of mystical visions, “starrynight ecstasies,” hitchhiking and freight-train-hopping and bebopping to the tune of their own mythic destinies. Of course my mother wasn’t suggesting to me that I should live like that—was she?—she was only reminding me, for some unknown reason, that somebody had.

My friends and I also pursued the “road of excess,” to a certain degree, but it did not lead to any “palace of wisdom.” It led to overindulgence in heroin and cocaine and alcohol, to an obsession with alternative rock bands such as Nirvana and Pavement, to blotted-out memories of inexcusable behavior—to drastically curtailed lives for some. Ultimately, it increased rather than diminished my claustrophobia, my dread of grim fate. “Drugs”—at least the drugs we were taking, and the way we were using them—seemed another dead end, another consumerist substitute for true feeling or communion. Mirroring our culture, we had chosen to pursue altered states in a destructive way—one that accorded with our unconscious nihilism.

In my crisis, I scanned my past for a clue I had lost, a glaring wrong-turning. What was the missing piece of the puzzle? Was there even a missing piece?

It seemed to me that there might be lost modalities of consciousness, inconvenient possibilities of being, suppressed by the swarming distractions and anxieties of contemporary life. Out of desperation, I found myself recalling the handful of psychedelic voyages I had taken at college. Those long-ago trips—along with one surprising session during a course on Zen meditation when time seemed to disappear for a while—were my only memories of entering levels of consciousness that seemed more insightful or advanced, in some ways, than my normal state. They were more educational than my classes. On mushrooms and LSD, the world seemed temporarily renewed, restored to a level of sensorial acuity and openness I last knew as a child.

Those early hallucinogenic wanderings around my golden-leaf-speckled campus remained indelibly stamped on my memory. I recalled how, after eating a fistful of dried mushrooms for the first time, I had gone into a deli and pulled a crumpled wad of green bills out of my pocket at the counter, to find myself astounded that these dirty bits of paper were enshrined at the center of our civilization’s entire system of values—there was something shameful, perversely pornographic, about this. The deli workers and the townspeople we passed seemed dazed or hypnotized, wired into a fraudulent construct of work and worry they had been hoodwinked into mistaking for reality. The built environment and all of the social codes surrounding us seemed cumbersome artifices—human creations—rather than permanent fixtures. During those forays, it was as though a thick coat of shellac had been lifted off of things, returning them to their original truth, their naked innocence.

When I returned to psychedelics as an adult, I found the impressions of those early trips immediately reconfirmed. I discovered the writing of Terence McKenna, who had taken the Timothy Leary role of psychedelic proselytizer for my generation. Following McKenna’s advice, I explored, eyes closed, the strobing patterns produced by psilocybin-containing mushrooms. My private explorations led me to agree with McKenna that there is a vast psychic domain—a visionary reality—available to us, if we have the courage to explore it. The explanations offered by science—high-speed synaptic firing creating patterns—seemed like pallid excuses compared to the detailed scenes and jeweled fairylands reliably invoked by the ingesting of a few shreds of dry fungus or teeny paper squares. With mushrooms and LSD, it seemed as if the substances themselves had a mind—an ancient mycelial wisdom that suspended normal linear time in favor of riddles of eternity, of creative immanence concealed within the present.

Once I had embarked on my shamanic quest, I found, like Alice, I wanted to go all the way down the rabbit hole: I went to the jungle of West Africa for initiation into the Bwiti tribe; visited shamans in the Mexican mountains of Oaxaca and the Ecuadorian rain forest; plunged into the “archaic revival” of the Burning Man festival in Nevada. I smoked the super-potent, short-acting hallucinogen nn-dimethyltryptamine (DMT)—a seven-minute rocket-shot into an overwhelming other dimension that seemed more convincing than this one—at a hotel in Palenque, and tested new psychedelics invented in modern laboratories. Each journey, each psychedelic trip, seemed to reconfirm the knowledge I had gained and to impel me further into a new understanding of the world—one that was radically different from what I once believed, or thought I knew.

Allen Ginsberg noted that the goal of the Beat Generation was “to resurrect a lost art or a lost knowledge or a lost consciousness.” In pursuing my exploration of shamanism, I found I was following in the footsteps of the Beats, and met many other seekers along the way, collecting their stories. I discovered that the pursuit of a postmodern Western gnosis remained a secret current, running beneath the massive momentum of our corporate mono-culture’s drive to dominate the Earth, its shuddering inhabitants and quickly disappearing resources.

According to Buckminster Fuller, evolution takes place through a process of “precession.” He used the orbit of the Earth as one example of this phenomenon: The enormous gravitational force of the Sun compels the Earth toward it, where we would be extinguished in its fiery furnace; meanwhile, our escape velocity would fling us out into cold interstellar space. Perpetually pulled apart by enormous forces, we continue our stable and cyclical orbit. Over the billions of years that the Earth spins in its groove, incredible things happen—matter self-organizes into life, life self-organizes into mind. On the scale of recent events, the growth of the Internet reveals a similar process: Billions of dollars funneled into the military-industrial complex, for the creation of advanced killing machines, accidentally funds a powerful tool for advancing human knowledge and creating new social networks. Evolution and destruction enjoy dancing the tango together on the same razor’s edge.

What if the evolution of consciousness, rather than an adaptive quirk of the brain, was actually the central drama, purpose and point, of our whole show? There are, we shall see, philosophers and psychoanalysts, mystics and physicists who propose that this is the case. Inner development is an eccentric process, advancing in sudden jumps, in revelatory sparks and fizzles—each person is his or her own private universe. Strengthened by suffering and crisis, consciousness does not reach a new intensity according to any predictably linear progress that can be graphed by the tools of modern science. It follows its own wayward path.

What if this deepening of awareness takes place in the margins, in the nooks and crannies of contemporary life, like a weed flowering out of the thinnest sidewalk crack? Could it be, as the somnolent masses and the professional classes press forward in the old direction, seeking the same old rewards, that the new thing self-organizes out of chaos and noise, asserts itself in fragility and silence, then takes root and vitalizes until it suddenly manifests as established truth? If something like this was the case, we would be surprised at first—even shocked—but then it might occur to us: Perhaps it has always happened this way.

OVER TIME, I realized that the shamanic terrain into which I had stumbled out of inner yearning could be of the most intense importance. Of all improbable people, I felt compelled to venture across it—this twisting labyrinth of visionary kitsch and doomsday prophecy, “machine elves” and “cosmic serpents,” of Borgesian palaces of paradox and Escher-like puzzles for the mind. This was an upsetting discovery. Where were the experts in these matters? Where were the proper wizards and esteemed dialecticians of academic mastery? Surely it was not left to someone like me—a clearly deficient, half-dissolute figure, a “freelance journalist” of dubious repute—to try to make sense of all these fragments and figments, to permeate them with thought, to put them in a proper order?

As Terence McKenna put it, when he found that the entire area of psychedelic investigation, and the philosophic implications of the intense visionary flights reliably produced through these compounds, had been abandoned by the intelligentsia after the 1960s, closed like an old dusty tome and returned to the library shelf, and it was up to him and a few of his friends to blow off the cobwebs: “Nobody else wanted this.” Of course, this is not exactly the case. As I will seek to make clear, a series of brilliant thinkers have explored and refined these ideas, not the least of them McKenna himself. My task has been one of assembling, contemplating, reconciling these disparate efforts—not into some reductive system, I hope, but into an expression of an implicit order that resembles an infinitely unfolding masterpiece of origami.

Hovering over this process, it would seem, gently if somewhat uncannily guiding my steps along this journey, perhaps, has been an ancient spirit and deity of Mesoamerican provenance, representing an entire complex of mythological thought: Quetzalcoatl. When I began this investigation, the name meant little to me—primarily associated with D. H. Lawrence’s novel The Plumed Serpent, which I had read long ago and forgotten. Quetzalcoatl—the name unites the quetzal, a bird of Mexico renowned for its colorful plumage, flute-throated flitterer atop rain forest trees, and the serpent, coatl, that slinks on its belly along the Earth. Integrating what slithers, cunningly, in the dust and what soars, brightly, in the air, Quetzalcoatl as a symbol unifies perceived opposites—Heaven and Earth, spirit and matter, light and dark, science and myth. He is the god of wind and the morning star, dispenser of culture, with a special affinity for astronomy and writing and the planet Venus.

“He was the Attis, Adonis, Thammuz, Bacchus, Dionysius, Osiris, and quite possibly the Pan of the Western World,” writes Peter Tompkins, in his Mysteries of the Mexican Pyramids. The Plumed Serpent’s antithesis in Toltec myth was the dark lord of limitation, death, and human sacrifice, Tezcatlipoca, “Smoking Mirror,” associated with black magic, obsidian, and the jaguar. In Hinduism, the snake represents the spiraling life force of kundalini, the universal energy vibrating in the frequencies that make up all physical stuff, according to Erwin Schrödinger’s wave equation of matter. Tompkins writes:



Moving and undulant, the serpent in Mesoamerica symbolized life, power, planets, suns, solar systems, galaxies, ultragalaxies, and infinite cosmic space. The plumes, says Szekely, were an added symbol of the levity with which birds can overcome gravity better than other creatures. When the plumes were depicted folded within the circle formed by the snake’s body, they signified matter in its latent form, potential, as it was before the creation of stars and solar systems. If the plumes were fanned out from the serpent, they represented the universe in manifestation, with all its created worlds, each plume symbolizing a basic element in the strength of nature—fire, earth, water, air.





The mystery of Quetzalcoatl deepens when one learns that, according to legend, the conquistadors under Hernando Cortés arrived in the New World on the very year—1519, “One Reed” in the Aztec calendar—prophesied for his return. This synchronicity demoralized the Aztec Empire, which quickly capitulated to the rapacious Spaniards without putting up much of a fight.

For the visionary Mayan scholar José Argüelles, Quetzalcoatl seemed “not just a god, but a multiple god; not just a man, but many men, not just a religion but a … mental structure.” He came to see the Plumed Serpent as “not just a local affair,” but “an invisible and immanent force underlying and transcending the mythic fabric of mechanization.” Unlike many of the other deities in the Mayan and Aztec pantheon, whose ferociously leering visages greet us from the walls of ruined jungle temples, this cosmic creature was believed to have a compassionate affinity for the human species, to be a protector and intercessor on our behalf in the court of Omeototl, the Brahma-like creator-deity of the Toltec pantheon.

Quetzalcoatl—the alien music of the name, in itself, can lead the modern mind along strange and disparate pathways, into vaudevillian fantasies and historical pageant-pomps, if we allow it to do so. Something in the sound of it ineffably suggests a kind of trickster, a magician-jester whose pantalooned goofs conceal dead-serious intent, conjuring shaman of tinplate vintage, wounded fisher-king or Zarathustra-like pretender, serpentine guardian and gnarled avenger, winged stalker between realms of gravity and light, always playful yet playing for keeps. To continue the riff, in imaginative forays one can sense some Quetzalcoatlian essence among ink-stained instigators, plotting revolution in the back rooms of Parisian cafes in the last days of the ancien régime; one hears in the odd syllables an atonal strain of sexual anarchism, peacock strut of the zoot-suited pimp; steely-eyed homicide detective from Fritz Lang film noir investigating the murder of reality; hint of futurist philosopher DJ sampling old memes into new epistemes; or one catches faint glimpses of the great beast flaring fantastical plumage as Dionysian Pope presiding over pre-Raphaelite fairy kingdoms. On the other extreme, when studying Quetzalcoatl’s mythological place, one senses an inner connection to the Gnostic Christ, whose secret countenance, so dignified and grave, is still obscured from us by centuries of religious propaganda and the shrill pronouncements of moralizing zealots. Not to forget those human incarnations of Quetzalcoatl, wizard-kings of jungle palaces sporting serpentine headdresses—the last one enshrined in legend: tenth-century ruler of the land of Tullan. Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl forbade human sacrifice and instigated a brief “Golden Age” before he was defeated by Tezcatlipoca’s cynical sorcerers. Afterward, as myth has it, he wandered across Mexico as a brooding exile before unifying Mayan and Toltec cosmology in the magnificent temple complex of Chichen Itza, and finally disappeared to the West on a raft of serpents, vowing his eventual return.

But Quetzalcoatl in New York? Aztec redeemer-spirit swirling above smog-tinged Manhattan like an ethereal Chinese dragon? Quetzalcoatl biding his time as I shivered in mid-winter, walking home from grade school; or lay in my hospital bed with dripping IV by my side; or staggered shitfaced away from a preppy soiree at The Paris Review; or spun my baby daughter on the creaky tire swings of Tompkins Square Park? The Plumed Serpent stretching iridescent wings over the churning crowds and urban grids of our all-too-human world?—but I get ahead of things.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: Image]

Long before I had the slightest fever dream of any feathery serpent, there were the alligators. For a glossy men’s magazine, I reported on the declining human sperm count, down more than 50 percent in the past half century worldwide, apparently caused by residues of pesticides and chlorine that concentrate in the food chain. I visited a swamp in the Florida Everglades, where a dioxin spill had turned the local alligators into hermaphrodites. In a speedboat, I skimmed across the moonlit marshes at night with a biologist who was studying this brave new syndrome. He pulled wriggling baby saurians out of the water, skillfully cinched shut their jaws, tagged them, and investigated their confused nether regions. These estrogen-mimicking compounds, it seemed, were deforming beasts around the world, thinning the eggshells of birds in the Arctic Circle, as well as causing cancer and reproductive dysfunction in humans.

Back in New York, I tested my own sperm count, which was subpar. When the networks started to pick up on my story, the chemical companies parried it perfectly. They released a study that compared the sperm counts of men from Los Angeles and New York, showing New Yorkers to have a higher potency. This made for more amusing copy—the “will to ignorance” reasserting itself—and the ominous issues raised by my article were quickly forgotten.

On the proceeds from my sperm-count article, I took a trip to Nepal and India. My psychedelic visions inspired an interest in the multi-armed deities and geometric mandalas of Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism. In Katmandu, I visited Tibetan monasteries where the deep-throated chanting and horns played by the monks seemed like some primordial timbre or tone called forth by the cosmos itself. In India, I went to Haridwar for Kumbh Mehla, a sacred festival in which millions bathe in the Ganges together, on certain auspicious days. Fearing a nightmare of crowds and bad sanitation, I almost didn’t go—but, luckily, I overcame my trepidation. The gathering was surprisingly orderly, the water fresh and clean from its source in the nearby Himalayas. Flower-bedecked gurus paraded with their orange-robed followers through the ancient town. Encampments were set up like festive amusement parks up and down the banks of the river. I ended up joining the ecstatic throngs bobbing beneath the current on the last holy day—we walked all night to find ourselves facing hundreds of naked naga babas, ascetic saddhus and cave dwellers with wild beards and staring eyes, accorded rock star status during the event.

According to Hindu lore, those who participate in the festival wash away bad karma accumulated during past lives. Of course, I didn’t believe in karma or reincarnation. Those ideas seemed exotic anachronisms of an archaic belief system. But my immersion in this ritual—heart of a sacred culture continuing for thousands of years—filled me with a new and unfamiliar joy.

Returning home, I deepened my study of psychedelics, learning about plants used in indigenous ceremonies and chemicals invented in modern laboratories. I tried ayahuasca—sacred potion of the Amazon Basin, introduced to modern bohemia by William Burroughs, who sought out the brew as a possible cure for his addiction to junk in the early 1950s—in an East Side apartment, guided by pseudo-shamans from California. My visions were scarce—I saw green vines in front of a waterfall and visualized, for one startling moment, how thoughts take shape in the brain like clouds of synaptic connections—but interesting enough to make me want to go further.

For a hip-hop magazine, I went to the jungle of Gabon, a small country on the equator of West Africa, to take iboga, a psychedelic root bark that is the center of the Bwiti cult—my desire to connect with some spiritual source overwhelmed any fear of malaria, Ebola, or tribal violence. Even before the trip began, I seemed to enter a zone of hyperreality. My visa from Gabon was inexplicably postponed, arriving on my doorstep just hours before my flight to Paris. In France, I learned my connection to Gabon had been canceled, and I spent the night in an airport hotel, wondering if my guide would still be waiting when I arrived. Luckily, he was there for me, and we traveled from hot, oppressive Libreville into dense jungle. Out in the shaman’s tribal village before the ceremony, more money was demanded from us by the screaming Bwiti—I had paid $600 and hardly had a penny left to my name. Finally, they agreed, gruffly, to put me through the initiation anyway. They forced me to strip naked and bathe before the men of the tribe in the local stream, gave me a Bwiti costume to wear, then fed me a huge amount of vile-tasting root bark powder.

At the beginning of the night-long ordeal, while the tribe drummed and sang around me, I saw, open-eyed, a golem-like figure made of rough tree branches sit down on a bench, cross his legs, and lean forward, observing me curiously. I was later told this was the spirit of Iboga, coming to meet me. Afterward, I watched Scrabble-like letters turn in the air to spell out a curious phrase: “Touchers Teach Too”—one of a series of hints that seemed vaguely prophetic. For much of the night, I was taken on a detailed tour of my early life. Many reports of iboga trips describe such a biographical survey, though nobody knows how a complex alkaloid molecule can unlock such deep doors in the psyche, or how neurochemical reactions can create the palpable sense I had—reported by others as well—of a presence guiding me through the process.

I reviewed my childhood, confronting old terrors. I saw how my parents’ split had impacted my psyche, marking me with guilt feelings of responsibility. I was shown my misuse of alcohol—after the trip, I cut down on my drinking permanently. I had heard iboga described as “ten years of therapy in one night,” and there seemed to be some truth to this. Iboga was like a stern but just father figure, pointing out all of my faults. At the same time, it imparted an exhilarating sense of possibility. Despite my conditioning and the forces that shaped me, Iboga whispered to me, I was free to reinvent myself, if I could find the will to do so.

A few nights later, we attended another iboga ceremony with a friendlier Bwiti sect in another jungle village. For hours we sat around a fire, and I observed how the members of the tribe tended the flame, adding wood or damping it down at just the right moment, without uttering a word. I realized they cared for each other in the same way; this was an insight into tribal life, a shared sense of purpose, a trust and fierce pride that we in the modern world have forfeited. I felt the deep loss of it. During that ceremony, one of the shamans—a powerful jet-black-skinned man with eyes bright from eating iboga powder—said he saw my grandmother hovering over me.

“She loved you very much,” he said through a translator, “but now she is dead, and she doesn’t want to let you go. Her spirit is hanging over you. She is stopping you from seeing visions, from visiting the other world.”

My grandmother had died recently. It did not seem accidental that the Bwiti was so specific about her, but how could he have seen this? I did not believe in “spirits.” However, if there were such things, my grandmother would be the type who hung around. She had clung to life tenaciously, as if awaiting some hope that life denied her.

Hyperreality continued on my return trip to the United States: I had a one-night layover in Paris, where a friend was lending me his apartment. I walked into a crowded cafe to watch France win the World Cup on television, then wandered all night as the city erupted, in delirious fountain splashings and climbings of monuments, that seemed to me, coming out of the primordial jungle, peculiarly histrionic and unreal.

A few months after returning home, I dreamed of my grandmother rattling around my apartment, going through my things, looking for “papers.” I screamed at her, throwing her out of the house. When I awoke, I felt strengthened, as though I had somehow cleared my psychic premises of a lingering ghost. This was not the only odd correspondence: Daniel Lieberman, the young Jewish botanist who brought me to the Bwiti, told me, on the way into the jungle, that he had learned, during his initiation, he wasn’t going to live very long. Two years after our journey, I received an e-mail that he had died in a freakish car accident, on his thirty-third birthday, while traveling across South Africa.

The modern perspective rejects the legitimacy of psychic phenomena. We base our certainty on the materialist paradigm that insists consciousness is a manifestation, or epiphenomenon, of the physical brain. Materialism institutes a strict separation between minds, and between mind and matter. But our curt rejection of such phenomena as telepathy, telekinesis, and clairvoyance is called into question by the long history of psychical research. Although the fact is little known, psychic effects of various kinds have been demonstrated in controlled scientific experiments. The influence of directed thought causes significant statistical deviations from random variation in many areas, including casino games and experiments where images or feelings are transferred between subjects who are not in contact with each other. Dean Radin, director of the Consciousness Research Laboratory at the University of Nevada, has compiled and analyzed the statistical evidence for “psi” phenomena, presenting the data in his 1997 book, The Conscious Universe: The Scientific Truth of Psychic Phenomena. According to his meticulous study, thousands of experiments in telepathy, precognition, and clairvoyance have fulfilled the scientific requirements of verifiability and repeatability, indicating that these phenomena do, in fact, exist, and can be measured.

It is not just a small coterie of cranks who approve these results. The data was combed through by U.S. government panels of scientific experts, including professional skeptics, in the 1980s and 1990s. The Congressional Research Service, in 1981, concluded: “Recent experiments in remote viewing and other studies in parapsychology suggest that there exists an ‘interconnectiveness’ of the human mind with other minds and with matter. This interconnectiveness would appear to be functional in nature and amplified by intent and emotion.” According to the Army Research Institute (1985): “The bottom line is that the data reviewed in [this] report constitute genuine scientific anomalies for which no one has an adequate explanation or set of explanations … their theoretical (and eventually, their practical) implications are enormous.” The weight of evidence impelled the American Institutes for Research, reviewing declassified studies in psi research performed by the CIA, to recommend to the U.S. Congress, in 1995, that “future experiments focus on understanding how this phenomenon works, and on how to make it as useful as possible. There is little benefit to continuing experiments designed to offer proof.”

In The Conscious Universe, Radin examines the underlying biases, ingrained prejudices, and multiple mechanisms that cause the evidence for psychic phenomena to be ignored and suppressed. Some of these mechanisms are psychological and some are professional—scientists, like those in other fields, contend for research grants and academic positions, and those who take on unusual or heretic causes are often rejected by the system. On the most fundamental level, psychic phenomena may not be dismissed for rational reasons, but for irrational ones. The acceptance of an interconnectivity between minds, or between mind and matter, would shatter fundamental postulates of the materialist worldview, forcing a paradigm shift. If, as successful scientists and academic philosophers such as John Searle insist, “the brain causes consciousness,” and consciousness is limited to the brain, what mechanism would allow for telepathy, precognition, remote viewing, and the host of other effects that have been documented? By shielding their subjects or separating them by large distances, experiments in psychic phenomena have demonstrated that these phenomena cannot be caused by any type of physical “waves,” whether consisting of electromagnetism or any other form of energy.

Faced with such paradoxes, most of us choose to accept the default setting that makes life easiest, while reducing our exposure to ridicule. The contemporary world besieges us with worries and work that seem immediately important to our success and survival. Few of us have time to make our own investigation of such abstruse realms as psychic research—and why would we bother, when our “experts” assure us they have the situation wrapped up? Without giving the subject our careful attention, we accept the materialist view that does not allow for psychic capabilities—even if we have experienced psychic events, in some form or other, in our own lives (how many men have explored the ability to stare at a woman’s back until, sixth-sensing this pressure, she abruptly turns around? How many of us are tickled by the occasional synchronicity that seems to defy even the most extravagant dice rolls of probability?). This is not usually a considered decision, but a subliminal response designed to reduce our exposure to “cognitive dissonance.”

The materialist view is supported not just by the mainstream media, which tends toward knee-jerk dismissal of psychic phenomena, but by a hard core of skeptical scientists who continue to assert that any evidence for psi is the result of “bad science”—even when those results are published in peer-reviewed science journals that support the same science they consider to be “good.” Another response from skeptics, when faced with the statistical evidence, is to argue that, while something unusual seems to be happening in these experiments, it is not important enough to merit our attention. Radin disagrees, noting, “effects that are originally observed as weak may be turned into extremely strong effects after they are better understood. Consider, for example, what was known about harnessing the weak, erratic trickles of electricity 150 years ago, and compare that to the trillion-watt networks that run today’s power-hungry world.” Once we accept the reality of psychic effects, Radin suggests, we may experience a rapid evolution. Our ability to utilize these capacities—for healing, telepathy, telekinesis, and other purposes—could develop rapidly.

Before I began my study of shamanism, I was agnostic about psychic phenomena, and did not really care much about the subject. As I deepened my psychedelic explorations, psychic events seemed to multiply in my life—at the same time, my dreams, previously gray and unremarkable, became colorful tapestries that demanded my nightly attention. My initiation into the iboga cult of the Bwiti seemed to have long-lasting effects on my inner life.

The Bwiti believe that iboga opens you to the “spirit world.” My own trip seemed inconclusive on that front. But after my journey to Gabon, I would often dream of people I knew who had recently died. In these dreams, they seemed lost, confused, looking to me for advice. My dream-self told them that they were no longer alive, and that was the reason for their confusion. While the modern perspective dismisses such dreams as projections, I couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that I was, indeed, meeting with spirits. In indigenous cultures, shamans are believed to take the role of the “psychopomp,” the hermetic messenger who guides the souls of the dead to their proper place in the underworld. Since our culture lacked shamans, my Bwiti initiation and shamanic study, perhaps, made me the closest available substitute. This is how it felt to me intuitively—however, I had no rational framework for conceiving any type of afterlife.

Like the accumulating evidence for psychic effects, study of psychedelics has been suppressed and dismissed in the modern world. Most hallucinogens were outlawed in the late 1960s, when the U.S. government feared their popularity was contributing to social unrest. Once considered extraordinary tools for studying the mind—not just by Beat poets and rock stars, but by some of the best minds in psychiatry—psychedelics were decisively shoved to the cultural margins and stigmatized. Among my literary and artistic crowd in 1990s New York, the attitude toward psychedelics was one of contempt. Tripping was once considered “mind expanding,” but expanding the mind in this way was, clearly, no longer a hip thing to do. Although they were illegal, psychedelics lacked the outlaw chic and dangerous allure of heroin and cocaine—they were “hippie drugs,” a “sixties thing,” outmoded and obscure; at best, another way to party.

Dr. Rick Strassman, author of DMT: The Spirit Molecule and the conductor of the first government-approved study of a psychedelic compound with human subjects in more than two decades—testing the effects of nndimethyltryptamine (DMT), a short-acting hallucinogen produced by our own brains as well as many plants—believes that the medical and psychedelic professions were traumatized by the curtailed ending of psychedelic research: “The most powerful members of the profession discovered that science, data, and reason were incapable of defending their research against the enactment of repressive laws fueled by opinion, emotion, and the media…. Psychedelics began as ‘wonder drugs,’ turned into ‘horror drugs,’ then became ‘nothing.’” By the time he attended medical school for psychiatry, in the mid-1970s, they had been almost completely excised from the curriculum. The success of antidepressants offered a different paradigm for treatment, one that fit more comfortably with the culture’s underlying biases.

Much of our culture continues to reject psychedelics, which can act as psychic amplifiers, while dismissing psychic phenomena as either nonexistent or meaningless. This rejection may be based on deep-rooted psychic processes, protected by subconscious motivations. Our cultural conditioning tends to support a willful ignorance, based on the impulse to preserve the materialist worldview, and the system of values it supports, from any danger. The possibility of establishing a radically new understanding of the nature of the psyche, supporting age-old beliefs, threatens the underpinnings of a culture obsessed with acquiring wealth, goods, and status. If we were to discover that other aspects of reality deserved our serious consideration, we would have to reexamine the thrust of our current civilization; entire lives and enormous expulsions of energy could seem misdirected or even wasted. As I deepened my own explorations, as layers of conventional beliefs fell away, I found I was finally approaching the questions that had eluded me during the course of my life—questions I had not even believed I had the right to ask. Even if it required isolation from the mainstream, I preferred to sacrifice my beliefs and preconceptions, along with the comforts and status they afforded, rather than cling to a set of inherited values that I increasingly suspected to be false.


CHAPTER THREE

[image: Image]

Friedrich Nietzsche found the will to superficiality—an embrace of the trivial and an instinctive avoidance of anything troubling, profound, or anomalous—to be a healthy impulse and innate tendency in the ordinary human psyche. He believed that this instinct was also hidden beneath most of the confident postulates of science. “Here and there we understand and laugh at the way in which precisely science at its best seeks most to keep us in this simplified, thoroughly artificial, suitably constructed and suitably falsified world—at the way in which, willy-nilly, it loves error, because, being alive, it loves life,” he wrote in Beyond Good and Evil. This instinct toward the false and the flighty protected against the chance “that one might get a hold of the truth too soon, before man has become strong enough, hard enough, artist enough” to handle it. Nietzsche proposed that the “seeker after knowledge,” the “opposite-man,” was “secretly lured and pushed forward by his cruelty, by those dangerous thrills of cruelty turned against oneself.” The insistence on truth was “a violation, a desire to hurt the basic will of the spirit which unceasingly strives for the apparent and superficial.”

A civilization relies upon a set of unconscious agreements as to what constitutes meaning and can be allowed into discourse. When faced with information that falls outside these parameters, cultures and individuals alike forget or neglect, or actively suppress, the ill-fitting data. Yet the repressed elements return to haunt us eventually, psychologists tell us, as dissociated projections of our psyche. Ultimately, the only model of reality that can sustain us is one that accounts for even the most intractable and seemingly anomalous aspects of our experience. Carl Jung wrote:
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