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“Psychedelic Healing is full of knowledge and wisdom, psychologically sophisticated, and up-to-date. It contains important lessons for those wishing to work with psychedelic plants and substances, which are powerful and tricky tools for accessing the psyche. Neal Goldsmith makes a well-reasoned plea for society to use them once again because they are important tools for healing inside, healing relationships, and healing society. I enjoyed his speculation about the post-postmodern synthesis of tribal and modern. Written bravely and with open eyes, this is an important, mature book”

JEREMY NARBY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE COSMIC SERPENT AND CO-EDITOR OF SHAMANS THROUGH TIME

“Psychedelic Healing offers the reader a wondrous journey, capturing within one volume a guide for the use of psychedelics by therapists and patients as well as a contemporary summation of relevant research and points of history. Goldsmith bravely goes where few dare to tread, especially in his autobiographical vignettes that make clear how what is learned through psychedelic-assisted therapy can usefully be applied and integrated into everyday life. This book is highly recommended to anyone interested in learning how psychedelics may contribute to a healthier, richer, and more rewarding life rather than just assuming that these substances must be categorized as drugs of abuse. There is more to these substances than their pejorative categorizations within a Drug War: Psychedelic Healing offers an easy-to-read path to these deeper waters.”

JOHN H. HALPERN, M.D., ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY, HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL

“Neal Goldsmith is one of the leading architects of the emerging paradigm of psychedelic therapy. In this book he shares the personal story of his own process of growth and transformation as both a drug policy analyst and a psychotherapist and boldly calls for the acceptance and integration of psychedelics into psychiatry and society as the powerful catalysts for self-exploration and healing that they are.”

DENNIS MCKENNA, PH.D., ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, CENTER FOR SPIRITUALITY AND HEALING, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA

“Neal Goldsmith’s comprehensive, wise, and timely guide explores the impact of psychedelics throughout history and today at the level of the individual, the society, and the collective consciousness. Psychedelic Healing addresses salient theoretical questions pertinent to policy, therapy, spirituality, and philosophy and offers a bountiful harvest of hard-earned insights to every reader interested in the transformative power of psychedelics. Neal has made a major contribution to ensuring the continued expansion of the psychedelic research renaissance. Psychedelic Healing will enable motivated readers to work more effectively to create a world where the mature use of psychedelics for spiritual, psychological, and medical purposes is both accepted and appreciated.”

RICK DOBLIN, PH.D, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, MULTIDISCIPLINARY ASSOCIATION FOR PSYCHEDELIC STUDIES

“In this lively and provocative book, Neal M. Goldsmith, Ph.D., makes the case for a ‘Psychedelic Renaissance,’ one in which LSD-type substances would be rescheduled in the United States, permitting their applications in psychotherapy and medicine. Psychedelic Healing presents considerable evidence from the research and clinical literature, as well as from Goldsmith’s own experiences, that psychedelics can relieve pain, change personality, foster spiritual growth, and promote community harmony. After reading this book, many of his readers will be persuaded that this renaissance cannot come a day too soon!”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., ALAN WATTS PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY, SAYBROOK UNIVERSITY, AND COAUTHOR OF PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY

“Written with personal warmth and passionate engagement, Psychedelic Healing makes a compelling case for the medical and social benefits of a therapy practice that encompasses substance-induced experiences of transcendence. With scrupulous care, Neal Goldsmith explores the great promise of this reemerging field, while proposing a path forward that avoids the mistakes made a generation ago. This book is valuable reading for those who would like to see a crucial new chapter open in consciousness studies and the mental health field.”

DANIEL PINCHBECK, AUTHOR OF BREAKING OPEN THE HEAD

“What a brave and wonderful book! Neal Goldsmith beautifully integrates personal experience and reflections with thoughtful analysis of psychedelics: their history, prohibition and regulation, and potential for transforming our psyches, spirits, and lives.”

ETHAN A. NADELMANN, J.D., PH.D, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE DRUG POLICY ALLIANCE

“A wonderful blend of psychedelic history. Goldsmith has written a radical, wise, and compassionate rethinking of the nature and purpose of psychotherapy. This is the direction psychology needs to go in order to stay relevant and valuable.”

JAMES FADIMAN PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC EXPLORERS GUIDE AND PERSONALITY AND PERSONAL GROWTH

“A thoroughly researched and engaging discussion of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, profiling not just the drugs, but many luminaries in the psychedelic research field. Goldsmith emphasizes the importance of set, setting, and ritual on outcome. By chronicling his own growth and transformation he answers the question, ‘Is fundamental personality change possible?’ with an emphatic ‘Yes!’”

JULIE HOLLAND, M.D., EDITOR OF ECSTASY: THE COMPLETE GUIDE AND THE POT BOOK: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO CANNABIS

“When we look back at the extraordinary cultural transformations of the past forty years, there is one ingredient in the recipe of social change that is consistently and inexplicably expunged from the record. And that is the fact that countless thousands, indeed millions, of young at some point in their lives lay prostrate before the gates of awe having taken a psychedelic. Neal Goldsmith’s insightful book suggests that perhaps we might do well by doing the same.”

WADE DAVIS, AWARD-WINNING ANTHROPOLOGIST, ETHNOBOTANIST, FILMMAKER, AUTHOR, AND PHOTOGRAPHER

“Neal Goldsmith’s comprehensive analysis of the healing power of psychedelics puts the medical, spiritual, and legal status of these soul medicines in a passionate, well-informed voice.”

ALEX GREY, AUTHOR OF SACRED MIRRORS AND TRANSFIGURATIONS

“Psychedelic Healing is a comprehensive contextualized guide for harnessing psychedelics to assist in personal evolution. Neal Goldsmith introduces you to all the key players at this exciting moment in the long history of human interaction with psychedelic plants. Goldsmith’s clinical yet revealing and accessible narrative is as reassuring as it is instructional. Not since The Tibetan Book of the Dead has there been such a useful companion to the amazing array of spiritual medicines that are nature’s gift to humanity.”

ALLAN BADINER, ADJUNCT PROFESSOR AT THE CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR AT TRICYCLE, AND EDITOR OF ZIG ZAG ZEN: BUDDHISM AND PSYCHEDELICS


PSYCHEDELIC

HEALING

The Promise of Entheogens

for Psychotherapy

and Spiritual Development

NEAL M. GOLDSMITH, Ph.D.

[image: Image]

Healing Arts Press

Rochester, Vermont • Toronto, Canada


[image: Image]

This book is dedicated to three groups of courageous individuals.

First, the shamans, sadhus, curendaros, and ayahuasceros who over millennia developed and kept alive the spiritual use of visionary plants and who—once Western civilization came to power—were often demonized and persecuted for their dedication to this window to our perfection.

Second, the researchers and therapists who came next and over the past century have worked to understand, translate, and reintegrate psychedelics into Western civilization. These dedicated, tenacious professionals were often marginalized in their chosen fields, sometimes treated as outcasts or even criminals, all because they saw and hoped to share the profound importance of these incomparable psychospiritual tools.

Third, the research subjects, clinical patients, and ordinary citizens who strove to benefit from these deeply grounding, healing, and transformative medicine-sacraments, often suffering great pain, as society struggled to intelligently access, maturely use, and effectively incorporate the power and the beauty of the psychedelic experience.

I am grateful to these brave pioneers for enabling this book to be written.



A Note on the Use of Psychedelics

Psychedelics are the most powerful psychiatric medicine (and spiritual sacrament) known to humanity. They offer great promise to Western psychiatry as clinical tools for treating medical disorders. Of even greater significance is their contribution to normal human development throughout the life cycle. In fact, the very power of this most powerful class of substances has also brought about a grave lessening of the quality of life for many. Especially for the unprepared, psychedelics can engender unexpected, intense, and unpleasant experiences such as temporary psychotic breaks, and they can trigger permanent mental illness in the predisposed. Currently, there are no formally trained psychedelic therapists legally permitted to practice, and the available underground (illegal) psychedelic therapists are of uncertain and variable quality. To make matters worse, due to their prohibition, the doses and purity of psychedelic substances bought illegally are generally unknown to the consumer. Consequently, until a time when the quality of the therapy and the dose and purity of these substances can be known, I recommend that those interested in the effects of psychedelics do their homework, take these intriguing substances ONLY in certified research projects (see www.maps.org/ research for a list), and actively work to change the drug laws and to encourage government funding for psychedelic research.
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Foreword

WHY THIS BOOK MATTERS

John H. Halpern, M.D., Harvard Medical School

In ancient times, psychedelic plants were venerated as sacred sacraments and tools of divination and healing. Even to the present day, we find them employed as entheogens: “manifesting God within.” Traditional and religious use of entheogens thrive in many cultures, for example: iboga in western Africa, ayahuasca in the Amazon basin, psilocybin-containing mushrooms and Salvia divinorum in southern Mexico, and mescaline-containing cacti in Peru and North America. Reviled in the “modern” Western world, these substances were (and are) revered in the shamanic world, and their spiritual “goodness” is inexorably reaching out to the rest of us. Although the Ghost Dance was successfully stamped out in the nineteenth century, the syncretic peyote religion took root pan-tribally across the United States and Canada.

Today, the Native American Church is the largest faith among Native Americans. The syncretic ayahuasca faiths (primarily the Santo Daime and União do Vegetal, or UDV) have welcomed congregants beyond native peoples and are legally recognized within their Latin American countries of origin. Indeed, Santo Daime and UDV have membership around the globe and are now protected in the United States. Some members feel that these “medicines” are choosing today to reveal themselves to the greater world to raise the consciousness necessary for saving our souls and planet. The Christian missionaries put their best into bringing these peoples of faith to a Western vision; how interesting that, in return, now the primary experience of these psychoactive sacraments offers communion with the Creator for a Western world that is increasingly secularized and desacralized.

While Western nations cling to the assumption that these substances are primarily drugs of abuse that can promote mental illness and social upheaval, what does this say about the four hundred thousand members of the Native American Church who happily and healthfully venerate peyote as their holy sacrament? Long before there was a Canada or a United States, their ancestors knew these experiences were safe within their proper use and potentially harmful in their abuse. The Western skeptic’s perspective may be locked into a doubt that originates in ethnocentrism, an over-reliance on a scientific model, or a simple fear of the unfamiliar and unknown. Yet the world is maturing in favor of a more accepting vision. The use of peyote in the United States and Canada is restricted to native peoples out of treaty obligations to protect and uphold their traditional cultural practices: for them, peyote is their Eucharist, their Holy Sacrament, the flesh of God given for their specific betterment. It is a vision that protects, loves, and heals. History is replete with examples of our taking native lands, their way of life; and there will long be fears that we will take their Holy Medicine from them, too. But, in fact, native peoples were the first “plugged in” to a World Consciousness. Those who assumed the “backward savage” will give up their ways for our presumed superior power, technologies, and education, instead will find that systems do get co-opted in both directions. Tobacco is an important tool for prayer throughout the Western Hemisphere among native peoples, but the Europeans stripped tobacco from its holy purpose. In its routine daily abuse, tobacco cigarettes kill. As Schedule I drugs of abuse, the “hallucinogens” can and do bring harm and are labeled dangerous and unpredictable. Is this so for Native American Church members? Is this what we assume for those who have a legal “exemption”? Or is their use a message—a teaching—about ourselves, about who we are and who are meant to be, about the transformation of ourselves that is a natural unfolding that we might otherwise ignore or only have a subtle awareness of, because it is so basic to what it means to be a human being?

If we move to the psychiatric model, we find these substances defined by single words such as psychotogen, psychotomimetic, and mysticomimetic, to psychedelic, hallucinogen, or entheogen. The revelation of the inner world is a risk—to see our inexperience at recognizing our primal self. It is far safer to shelve these substances as unpredictable and not pause to consider what it means if the unpredictability is predictable. If you dismiss and reject on faith that there can be something “real” or of value for you within what are supposed to be drugs only of abuse, without any benefits, then you will also walk away assured that there is no reason to think for yourself. Oppose this model and society is supposed to ignore you, because there just cannot be any consistent means for induction of sacred consciousness. If we understand these substances to be only “drugs of abuse” and harm, with rarely experienced but endlessly propagandized flashbacks and worse (such as psychosis in those who are predisposed), then where is the confidence to appreciate that these may also be special tools for introspection, healing, and religious/ spiritual expression? Where is the guidance that can open our eyes to what are also “humility agonists” that “narcissistilyse” through layers of defenses piled up as we age?

I encourage you to take in this book as one that is such a guide. The real guide for you is the one you write for yourself. Dr. Goldsmith offers you his, and, if you read it carefully, you will gain a method that you can modify as you see fit for your personal discovery, with or without ingesting any substance. Read this volume as a unified story: Dr. Goldsmith bravely offers himself as an illustration of what psychotherapy and insight is possible with psychedelics. Consider this book as a consultation from a specialist: you will be introduced to the history of psychedelics, key researchers and other figures, lessons on safety, change, and psychology, examples “in the field,” and even a very special suggested reading list!

This book matters because it offers a systematic explanation of the power of these substances and how they may be harnessed for mental health, personal growth, and spiritual nourishment. In the wrong hands (Charlie Manson and the Aum Shirikio cult come to mind), these are aides of indoctrination and megalomaniacism. C. S. Jung found his archetypes of synchronicity through his exploration of his inner world, but hesitated to share his Red Book of personal insight for fear it might be misunderstood as a mescaline-like phantasmic allegorical. In synchronous timing with the publication of Jung’s precious personal vision, Dr. Goldsmith presents his own Red Book of self discovery and organizes it into a useful roadmap to the mystery within each of us—of who we are and why. Each of us is different: this is the unpredictability so much harped on by detractors of entheogens without awareness of predictabilitity—the reliability by which we can grow and accept and even alter who we are and to come closer to the sacred goal of who we are meant to become. There are no shortcuts, but with the proper digesting of Dr. Goldsmith’s efforts within these pages you may just recognize that you possess some blinking lights directing you to put your foot onto your path and to behold the wonders and simple pleasures of your life, as the journey of enlightenment that takes you toward your destiny.

JOHN H. HALPERN, M.D.

Dr. John Halpern is an assistant professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and director of the Laboratory for Integrative Psychiatry at McLean Hospital in Belmont, Massachusetts. His research projects include evaluating cognitive performance of MDMA users and nonusers in the Southwest as well as researching the effects of MDMA-assisted psychotherapy as an experimental treatment for advanced-stage cancer patients. Dr. Halpern has authored or coauthored several primary reference medical textbook chapters on hallucinogen use and abuse and is a recipient of grant support from private foundations as well as from the National Institute on Drug Abuse, National Institutes of Health.


PREFACE

Writing this book was a profound experience for me, and I hope that it will be a profound experience for you, the reader, as well. This book explores the biggest themes in society—spirituality, Cartesian duality, existential reality, psychological transformation, survival, and sustainability—yet it also describes my own personal and professional journey. In this book, I detail my voyage from a middle-class American child curious about God, science, ESP, and the mind, through what I now see as a necessary detour as a corporate technology strategist, to my current role as a psychotherapist, with a clinical philosophy inspired and informed by psychedelic drugs.

Today, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, New York University, the University of California—Los Angeles, and a few other of the most prestigious medical schools worldwide are conducting clinical research with psychedelics in a psychiatric context. Studies are once again under way to assess the utility of psychedelic chemicals to ease anxiety in the dying, to interrupt the hold of addictive drugs, and to cure post-traumatic stress disorder and other deeply felt, heartbreaking conditions. While psychedelic substances are not a panacea—there are no magic bullets—results to date have been very positive, and psychedelics, when used carefully in a professional context, are now being accepted by the medical community as a powerful psychiatric—and spiritual—medicine.

I use the term spiritual medicine specifically, because it is becoming clear that the curative effect of psychedelic drugs comes not from triggering a mechanical effect in the body, but rather by engendering a peak or spiritual experience. (Even subjects who are atheists have a profound sense of the wholeness of the universe and their place within it.) This finding—that the desired clinical effect comes through a “spiritual” experience—is changing the very definition of what it means to be a psychiatrist, of the field of medicine, and of modern society at the most fundamental of levels.

For me, the challenge in writing this book was to communicate this area of medical research and professional clinical practice that until recently has been hidden from even the educated, intelligent public, while using my own journey to impart my deeply felt personal and professional growth experience—and finally to assist and give root to my own on–going process of discovery and maturation. Of course, every author faces the personal challenge of transforming a blank page to a volume such as the one you now hold in your hands, and every volume is a statement of the author’s values. I have built this book, this exercise in reviewing—seeing something new—on a foundation of research and scholarship going back millennia, particularly on that period of increasing research and scholarship spanning the past 125 years. I offer my sincerest appreciation to my entire reference list for providing me with a rich field of ideas to re-see, and I take sole responsibility for all my statements in this book, including any errors.


Introduction

THE QUESTIONS THAT LED TO THIS BOOK

As I have pursued my exploration of psychedelics and personal change, and as I’ve developed my own clinical practice, I have challenged myself to keep a focus on the effectiveness of psychotherapy and of psychedelics for personality development, change, and transformation. After all, if psychotherapy and psychedelics don’t work “as advertised,” we’re at best wasting time and at worst challenging ourselves unnecessarily, personally, professionally, and societally. What follows then are the questions I’ve asked myself—ultimately, the questions I have been called upon to address in this book.

The first and foremost question I want to explore is: Can psychedelics be a distraction from personal development? In a world short on miracles and grace, the field of psychedelics makes many seemingly magical claims. To name just a few of the many hopes and expectations of the psychedelic community, it has been claimed that psychedelics can:


[image: Image]   cure alcoholism

[image: Image]   turn off a “switch” in the brain to alleviate opiate addiction

[image: Image]   restore empathy in couples

[image: Image]   provide transformative change in psychotherapy

[image: Image]   enable one to see God (and talk with her!)

[image: Image]   bestow enlightenment



In Western culture, it is a given that spiritual maturity is associated with years of meditation or study, yet psychedelics hold the promise of “enlightenment in a pill.” Might I and others of my generation have been seduced by the easy mysticism offered by psychedelics, perhaps expecting one-shot bliss and so being dissuaded from the rigors of non-drug-related therapies or spiritual practices (practices that ironically may be necessary to sustain and integrate psychedelic insights)?

Individuals can try to avoid the arduous process of building wisdom by expecting psychedelics to simply transform them. In the youth world of the psychedelic ’60s, there tended to be a cynicism toward the hierarchical, organized gathering of knowledge along with a bias toward direct, primary experience unprocessed by analysis, rather than a desire for balance between the two.

These attitudes prevailed in the ’60s mostly because the potential risks of psychedelics were generally unknown, or, if known, generally flaunted. Though the attitudes of the ’60s are not the same today, the question still remains as to whether psychedelics are a benefit to personal development or a distraction. Though I will show throughout the course of this book that I believe they hold great promise, the contraindications and risks are real and need to be considered for each individual in making the choice to use them. The first and foremost risk to be aware of revolves around a personal or family history of mental illness with psychotic or schizoid elements. For the genetically predisposed, psychedelics could trigger the onset of symptoms.

In addition to psychotic susceptibility in those with family predisposition, one of the more important concerns about the safety of using these substances for personal development is the question of whether or not psychedelics might be associated with or could cause developmental impairment. The most important predictors of developmental impairment associated with the use of psychedelics are age and frequency of use—the younger the user and the more frequent the use, the greater the likelihood of developmental impairment, social and/or cognitive.

Young, frequent users’ susceptibility to developmental impairment brings me to my most important contraindication: immaturity. In fact, I used to joke during talks that “no one under forty should be allowed to take psychedelics.” After the good-natured jeers had stopped and the audience had settled back down, we would discuss how the audience feels about restricting the use of psychedelics to an older cohort and why I might have made that provocative statement. In fact, I don’t believe it to be true, since the most frequent integration of psychedelics into common tribal use is around times of change and rites of passage, including the transformation from child to teen and from teen to adult. I am ultimately making a point about the importance of mind-set, receptivity, and preparedness—that is, mature intentionality—for the effective use of psychedelics. Unfortunately, in the West, our children encounter these powerful substances without the support and guidance of experienced elders. In cases of developmental impairment in youths, the problem is also correlated with the quality of the home environment and in particular the quality of parenting.

So, with the above caveats in mind, the question still remains: Is psychedelic therapy a useful tool for lasting change in adults? Over the course of this book, I specifically want to explore the following questions:


[image: Image]   Can psychedelic therapy repair malfunctions in natural development?

[image: Image]   Can psychedelic therapy speed up the natural developmental process?

[image: Image]   Can psychedelic therapy trigger immediate transformative change in novel areas?



In trying to answer these questions, I will discuss the exciting new clinical research that reconsiders the original role of psychedelic chemicals as spectacularly powerful psychiatric medicines. Most people have not heard of this particular line of research; this is where my interest in research coincides with my interest in things crypto-, or “hidden.” Psychedelic plants have been well integrated into tribal societies globally for millennia, yet Western civilization fights them. What is the hidden history of psychedelics in society, in medicine, and religion? Now that psychedelic therapy research is under way again at prestigious medical schools worldwide, will the new research be shut down, as it was the last time? Or will a more accepting, post-1960s generation of decision makers permit the research to continue, ultimately building a new psychiatry?

This brings me to the next set of questions I address in the book. If this research is indeed allowed to continue, as I hope it will, investigators will need to address several thorny theoretical and methodological questions:


[image: Image]   Why does psychedelic research require self-experimentation and, because of this need, how will we train a new generation of psychedelic researchers and therapists?

[image: Image]   Why redo psychedelic research already conducted in the ’50s and ’60s?

[image: Image]   How should psychedelics be rescheduled?

[image: Image]   How regulated should the use of psychedelics become?

[image: Image]   Why do psychedelics give pain relief?

[image: Image]   Can psychedelics provide lasting change?

[image: Image]   Can psychedelics induce real spirituality, and are they a medicine or a sacrament?



Assuming these questions can be resolved, and I believe many already have, the next question becomes:


[image: Image]   Will the results of the current spate of medical school-based clinical research with patients be positive enough to justify acceptance of psychedelics as having an official medical use?



The last question that I’ll address on the clinical use of psychedelics will be:


[image: Image]   If the results are positive and the outstanding issues are addressed, how will psychedelics be integrated into medicine, science, and society—and how might that change the world?



In addition to discussing the clinical research literature on psychedelics, I will also explore a new approach to clinical psychology, one that is based on development rather than on pathology, one that focuses on love and the soul rather than on using pharmaceuticals as the weapon of first choice. I call this new approach “psycheology” to remind us that the term psychology was built on the root word psyche (Greek for “soul”) and so should again become the study of our core self, not the medical approach to controlling the mind with pharmaceuticals into which it has devolved.

While we’re asking clinical questions, let’s ask what exactly is personality—and is personality the true, basic self? Does psychotherapy actually change people? As asked above, what is the role of psychedelics in psychological development and psychotherapy? What is the psycheology model of developmental change? How does this all apply at the societal level?

In our approach to personal development, we must understand both the term development and the underlying concept of change. But what do we mean by change? Do we mean growth, as in adding more? Do we mean maturation, in the sense of growing older and more capable? Do we mean development that goes through a series of stages? What about transformation—what is it that would be transformed, into what, and by what process? It’s even more important to ask: Is change even the right goal for psychotherapy? Might acceptance be a more appropriate goal?

Since I don’t believe in a medical approach to what I view as essentially a developmental process, one of the primary questions this book addresses is if personality change is possible and desirable, and how change can best be brought about, if not through the traditional clinical approach.

To answer this question, we’ll begin at the beginning, by exploring the concept of change at its most fundamental level—starting in math and physics. We’ll continue to explore and define change in biology and human development, and ultimately focus on the meaning and process of change on the societal and spiritual levels (even for nonspiritual readers).

This book will also detail the psycheology perspective—the origins of psychology as the study of the psyche, or soul—to understanding the process of personality development and maturation, and will describe the practice of psychotherapy based on the clinical philosophy of psycheology. Finally, this book will describe the longer-term implications of the psycheology worldview for an integral society—one that integrates the mature use of psychedelics into the process of change, growth, and maturation, on the individual and the societal levels.

But first, let us begin by exploring how a middle-aged, middle-class psychologist came to be taking a psychedelic drug, alone in his apartment, surrounded by Post-it Notes.


1

SET AND SETTING

THE MOTHER OF ALL TRIPS

My purpose in taking “acid”—in 1991, eighteen years after my use of psychedelics in college—was to see if, after all those years, I had sold out my youthful ideals, if I had slowly, imperceptibly, become a person I could no longer respect. My goal was to lift up and look at the root ball of my life’s plant, but not to undertake a complete transplant—and I was terrified of what I might find.

I chose a day when I could be alone in my apartment. Although I did have friends on call, I wanted to have this experience on my own. Anticipating something similar to what I had experienced in my college days in the 1960s, I pulled out my old psychedelic music albums—The Jimi Hendrix Experience, the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and the like. Since I was so scared of the experience—might I go screaming down the street, pulling my hair out, and end up in a mental hospital?—I decided to place Post-it Notes around the apartment with reassuring phrases such as “Don’t worry; it’s only a drug” and “You’ll be down soon.” I then swallowed half a square blotter paper dose and waited.

I knew from my research that contemporary doses of LSD were nowhere near the strength of what I’d experienced in the ’60s—the average dose was a modest 80 micrograms or so, compared with the clinical dose of 150 micrograms, the purported dose of 250 micrograms in the famed “orange sunshine” tabs, and the whopping 450 micrograms sometimes necessary in psychedelic therapy with alcoholics. When the acid began to come on, I felt a very minor fluttering in my belly, some slight increase in color, and some waviness in the lights and then… nothing. It all faded away. I thought, “After all this preparation, I got a weak disco dose,” and I took the other half of the blotter. A few minutes later, the first half started to come on in full force.

Of course, I’d forgotten one of the first rules of tripping that I’d learned in the ’60s: psychedelics come on in waves. The first wave tends to be just noticeable, often in a slight feeling in the belly. This first wave frequently subsides below the noticeable level, but is soon followed by subsequent waves that get stronger. I immediately remembered why I had taken these substances so seriously in my youth and realized I was in for a stronger ride than I’d planned.


Traveler’s Guide

Here are some other rules I wrote down around that time.

Things to bring along when traveling:

[image: Image]  music (happy, positive, serene)

[image: Image]  fresh flowers and fruit

[image: Image]  art books

[image: Image]  yoga music

Things to remember when traveling:

[image: Image]  “Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream; it is not dying, it is not dying. Lay down all thoughts, surrender to the void; it is shining, it is shining. That you may know the meaning of within; it is being, it is being.” —John Lennon, “Tomorrow Never Knows,” Revolver, January 1966, closely adapted from The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, by Timothy Leary, Ralph Metzner, and Richard Alpert, which in turn was adapted from the Tibetan Book of the Dead.

[image: Image]  “Sit down, shut up, and pay attention.” —Terence McKenna

[image: Image]  Surrender.

[image: Image]  Ask “What am I feeling?”

Broadly speaking, there are four stages to the psychedelic experience:

[image: Image]  Sensory/visual—including generally pleasant visual distortions and amplification, appreciation for sounds and music, enhanced pleasure in physical touch, and so forth.

[image: Image]  Psychological/recollecto/analytical—subconscious work on childhood issues, emotions, and the like.

[image: Image]  Holistic/ecological/mythic—history of the species and of the planet, the march of evolution, sense of the global whole.

[image: Image]  Integral/white light/ego death—dissociation from personal, individual identity and physical existence, replaced by identity with universal energy.

—Adapted from R. E. L. Masters, Ph.D., and Jean Houston, Ph.D., The Varieties of Psychedelic Experience, 1966

More things to remember when traveling:

[image: Image]  Don’t forget the fruit and the water.

[image: Image]  Caffeine is a two-edged sword. It increases attention, but cushions against emotions. Best to avoid except perhaps toward the end as a refresher.

[image: Image]  Marijuana can enhance, sustain, and rejuvenate the experience but not really increase the effect.

[image: Image]  Writing is a two-edged sword. It captures the experience, but focuses attention through one medium. Best to avoid using a computer throughout; maybe keep a pad and pen around to capture important epiphanies. That being said, the truly important insights are memorable.

[image: Image]  After an often uncertain first hour or two, the longer, remaining part of the trip can be a beautiful, benevolent, natural, wondrous experience.

[image: Image]  Don’t be macho’d into taking megadoses. More may be appropriate for certain fields of study, but for psychological purposes, just significantly noticeable can be very effective. At lower levels, sensory experiences can be ignored and yet significant benefits can result.

[image: Image]  Don’t think you are down enough to answer the phone. It will be your mother-in-law. There is a law of the universe that states that specifically. Even if it’s not, the conversation will more often than not be stressful for one or both of you.

[image: Image]  To maximize psychological growth, don’t get distracted by the pretty, dancing visuals. Breathe and go deeper.



Tripping has sometimes been compared to a roller-coaster ride: at first, the car goes up and up and up, with the feeling that the climbing will never end and we will go up forever, never to come down. Like a roller coaster, however, once the trip reaches its peak, despite many dramatic ups and downs, the ascent is over. On my “mother of all trips,” once I felt the upward trajectory ease, I knew I would not “go through the roof” and began to feel safe and relaxed.

It was at this point that I had a profound internal experience, what I think of as a waking dream or eyes-closed vision: I was in a beautiful valley field of purple flowers with surrounding mountains in the background. As I continued to come on to the experience, I found myself descending deeper and deeper, eventually going below the surface of the ground (I generally don’t think of such experiences as going “higher”; rather, I feel that I am going down, into my deeper self). At that point, I saw the roots of the flowers—they looked animal-like, not like plant roots, but more like the thick tails of hairless moles—and in this dreamlike vision, I knew that they were my (psychological) roots. As I had just begun my trip and so still retained much of my “straight”-mind, operant perspective, I decided to examine them and fix any problems, so I visually zoomed in for a better look. As soon as I approached with this proactive, problem-solving attitude, my roots recoiled from my scrutiny, curling back and emitting a high-pitched, scared squeal. This response made me feel uneasy, and to avoid a vicious cycle of negativity, I mentally and visually turned the other direction and continued my descent. As I did and moved deeper, I saw at the bottom of me, a glowing, throbbing orb, that I knew was “the ground of my being.” As I descended and reached the orb, I touched it and immediately felt at peace. I finally remembered the important truths—that I was essentially OK, that love and acceptance were the fundamental solutions to my problems, in fact, that the “problems” I was grappling with were really just poignant developmental challenges, that I had not “sold out my youthful ideals” or become someone I couldn’t respect, and that my only problem was my sense that I had problems.

At that point, I began to ascend, back up from my depths toward the surface, where I saw my roots again. This time, however, instead of wanting to fix my roots, I felt enormous compassion and total acceptance. This time, I reached out to caress my roots with the attitude, “Of course. I understand. It’s OK.” In response, my roots unfurled, opening to my touch, and emitted a low-pitched sigh of safety, peace, and relaxation.

The experience was transformative in many ways—providing me with a clear understanding of our essential OK-ness as well as inspiring the personality theory underlying my soon-to-be-reestablished clinical practice.

Here is a poem I wrote about that experience:


Missed, Mist

I feel in a mist

Sleepwalking through life

Sleeptalking with other sleepwalkers

Triggering out my insides

On the other hand…

I float down to my ground

And on the way down

I cry my childhood into completion

On the ground

A glowing mound throbs,

Emanating peace

I touch the glowing orb

And my sleeping seed awakens

Reigniting the unfolding frozen so long ago

Unfolding unto the sun

Upward to the warmth of love

From the glow to the warmth



My worldview changed from an evaluation-analysis-repair-of-pathology model to one of essential all-rightness and acceptance, of maturation and spiritual development. Through that one experience, I came to see that we are, in essence, perfect at our core—and that insight informed my sense of myself and my approach to my clinical practice:


[image: Image]   Psychology is the study of the psyche, the soul—the ground of our being;

[image: Image]   Personality is acquired, secondary, external, defensive, strategic—a shell above our core of fundamental perfection; and

[image: Image]   Love, empathy, and compassion form a more effective perspective for healthy, satisfying personal development than does the medical “fix-it” approach focused on pathology.



WHO I AM

Since this is such a personal book and one with a unique premise, it’s important for you, the reader, to know who I am, where I’ve come from, and what my credentials are to make such demands on your worldview.

My background includes both psychotherapy and policy research, and today I am both a psychotherapist in private practice and a drug policy analyst and writer. I am an expert in the clinical use of psychedelics, yet I don’t use them in my practice. Why not? Two reasons. First, they are illegal, and I would be putting much of my life at risk if I were to use them with clients. (Not patients. Remember, I take a developmental, not a pathology, approach to my clinical practice.) Second, I am not qualified to do psychedelic therapy—and almost no one is, simply because there is still no legal way to conduct psychedelic therapy outside the auspices of an approved research project, so the career path for a psychedelic psychotherapist is at the moment quite limited. And there are no clinical training programs in psychedelic therapy. That may change over the next five years or so, but for now a psychotherapist with a private practice in psychedelic psychotherapy does so illegally and almost certainly without clinical training.a
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