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      The Psychedelic Gospels

      “The Psychedelic Gospels is heretical, revolutionary, and outrageous. It claims that there is a direct relationship between the founding and development of Western religions and psychoactive substances and that this is a continuation of an amalgamation of many mind-altering practices and fertility cults found in the Middle East. The scholarship behind these provocative perspectives is impressive, and the hidden subtexts of Christian art are compelling.”

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

      “Mushrooms, mushrooms, mushrooms. Once you start looking you see them everywhere. Keep your mind open. Wider!”

      BEN SESSA, MBBS (MD), MRCPSYCH, PSYCHIATRIST, PSYCHEDELIC RESEARCHER, AND AUTHOR OF 
THE PSYCHEDELIC RENAISSANCE

      “A fascinating piece of scholarly work that opens new possibilities of understanding human consciousness.”

      DAVID CROSBY, SINGER-SONGWRITER

      “We live at a time when confused and undisciplined thinking clashes with narrow-minded bigotry. Thus, it is more important than ever to keep an open mind—open to new ideas, open also to rigorous scholarship. Too often, wishful thinking has misled well-intentioned academics, and the media are notorious for sensationalism. I, therefore, applaud the authors for proposing the establishment of an interdisciplinary committee to evaluate the discoveries they present and the conjectures they make in The Psychedelic Gospels.”

      BROTHER DAVID STEINDL-RAST, ORDER OF SAINT BENEDICT, COFOUNDER OF GRATEFULNESS.ORG

      “This book expertly navigates through the iconography of mushroom symbolism throughout the ages. One clear message comes through: mushrooms have played a central role in the evolution of human consciousness and, indeed, religion. Thought provoking and well articulated, the authors present a solid case for their thesis. This is an important book to contemplate.”

      PAUL STAMETS, AUTHOR OF MYCELIUM RUNNING: HOW MUSHROOMS CAN HELP SAVE THE WORLD

      “Part travelogue, part anthropological meditation, and part groundbreaking study showing the use of sacred mushrooms in Christian iconography, The Psychedelic Gospels gives readers one of the most unusual books they will ever encounter. Jerry and Julie Brown present a lively account of a psychedelic theory of religion and tell us why it’s been suppressed for so many years.”

      MITCHELL KAPLAN, FOUNDER OF BOOKS & BOOKS, PAST PRESIDENT OF THE 
AMERICAN BOOKSELLERS ASSOCIATION, AND COFOUNDER OF THE MIAMI BOOK FAIR 
INTERNATIONAL

      “Impeccably researched and lavishly illustrated, The Psychedelic Gospels reads like a page-turning mystery thriller. An interdisciplinary treasure chest overflowing with rare information, unique insights, and some truly extraordinary head-slapping ‘aha’ moments. The authors present a compelling case for the influence of entheogens among early Christians.”

      DAVID JAY BROWN, AUTHOR OF DREAMING WIDE AWAKE AND 
THE NEW SCIENCE OF PSYCHEDELICS

      “The authors make obvious and pleasant the idea that there was a high degree of psychedelic use in the early Christian church, far from the exoteric component, something mysterious kept for the initiated few, which might arouse some anger at the system that kept it from their beloved faithful.”

      CARLOS ADRIÁN HERNÁNDEZ TAVARES, COAUTHOR OF MITOLOGIA PERSONAL

    

  
    
      Acknowledgments

      With a click of the mouse, we sent the digital manuscript off to the publisher. We could never have come so far without the assistance and guidance of family, friends, and colleagues. We would like to express our heartfelt gratitude to:

      Our children, for their infinite patience in putting up with our turning the living room into a library and the kitchen into a writer’s cave.

      Our faithful readers, who cared enough to flag our flaws and praise our progress: Bree Brown, Connie Brown, Michael Brown, Yves Colon, Daniel and Charlotte Decker, Mikey Hall, Stephen Levien, Carole Myers, and Jerry Weisberg.

      Our diligent research associates: Matthew Lupu, M.A., for researching Latin translations; Jordon Rupp, for astute insights into medieval art; and Martin Tsang, Ph.D., for contributions on the origins of religion.

      Our photography advisors, Isaac Hernández and Scott Redinger-Libolt, for their valuable assistance in arranging the gallery of images presented in this book.

      Our many teachers: the psychedelic researchers and mind explorers too numerous to mention, whose insights and works are cited throughout this book.

      Our literary guides: Mitchell Kaplan, founder of Books & Books in Miami, who encouraged us to focus on R. Gordon Wasson’s seminal role in the study of sacred mushrooms; Michael Levin, writer par excellence, who schooled us in the differences between storytelling and academic prose; and John Kelsey, retired publisher, who convinced us that we did not need a literary agent, and who encouraged us to attend BookExpo America in New York, where we found our publisher, Inner Traditions.

      In this era of bottom-line publishing, we were amazed at first by the effusive praise bestowed by authors on Inner Traditions. We now know firsthand that this praise is richly deserved. We could not have found a more courageous, knowledgeable, and nurturing publisher for this controversial project. Our sincere gratitude to everyone at Inner Traditions who enhanced this book through their unique expertise: Priscilla Baker, typesetter; Blythe Bates, publicity; Nicki Champion, cover design; Jon Graham, acquisitions editor; John Hays, sales and marketing; Jeanie Levitan, editor in chief; Erica B. Robinson, catalog editor; Patricia Rydle, assistant to the editor in chief; and Ehud Sperling, publisher.

      A special word of appreciation to Mindy Branstetter, who in addition to being an excellent editor made all of our wishes come true. Thanks, Mindy.

      Last, to all who read this book: we thank you for exploring the possibility that there are many pathways open to those who seek spirituality in the modern world and to those eager for affirmation that the Divine is not dead—including pathways accessed through sacred plants, one of God’s miraculous creations.

    

  
    
      Preface

      An Invitation to Readers

      There is an old saying, “If you want to hide something, put it in plain sight.” To our surprise we learned that this saying is especially true for Christianity, where medieval works of art were created to illustrate the teachings of the Bible for the largely illiterate population. A close look at these religious works of art reveals the presence of psychedelic plants—hidden in plain sight—for centuries.

      Psychedelics?

      Hidden in plain sight . . . in Christian churches?

      Yes, that’s exactly what we said.

      Working with stunning visual evidence found in cathedrals and churches, we invite you to join us as we relive our discovery of the “Psychedelic Gospels” and propose an alternative theory of the origins of Christianity—one radically different from that portrayed in the Bible.

      This book takes you along, step-by-step, on our decade-long anthropological adventure, providing an easily readable account of this controversial theory.

      It was during the turbulent decades of the 1960s and 1970s when we had our first experiences with psychedelics, a class of drugs that in time we came to know as “entheogens”: psychoactive plants and chemicals that generate mystical experiences. It was through entheogens that we first came to experience God as the divine intelligence that permeates the universe.

      Later, in 2006, we made an archaeological discovery that caused us to seriously consider the role of entheogens in the foundations of Judeo-Christianity. At that point our personal experiences with psychedelics merged with our professional interests (Jerry’s in anthropology and religion, Julie’s in psychotherapy and spirituality), and we felt compelled to undertake a search for evidence of entheogens in Christian art.

      While our findings are startling, our intention is not to question people’s faith in Christianity but to uncover a mystery that we believe applies to many religions. Our findings do not deny the importance of religious sacraments but suggest that they should encompass all of God’s creations, including psychoactive plants.

      All that we ask of you, dear reader, is to consider what we have to say with an open mind and to follow our findings and speculations to their conclusions. Our journey begins in Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland.
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        1) Rosslyn Chapel, Scotland

        2) Canterbury Cathedral, England

        3) Chartres Cathedral, France

        4) Rennes le Château, France

        5) Chapel of Plaincourault, France

        6) Abbey of Saint-Savin, France

        7) Church of Saint Martin, France

        8) Saint Michael’s Church, Germany

        9) Basilica of Aquileia, Italy

      10) Vatican Museums, Italy

      11) Eleusis, Greece

      12) Dark Church, Turkey

      13) Ihlara Valley, Turkey

    

  
    
      Sacred Mushroom Seeker

      R. Gordon Wasson (1898–1986)

      In the summer of 2006, my wife Julie and I visited Rosslyn Chapel during our twenty-fifth-anniversary trip to Scotland. There, hidden in a dramatic stone sculpture for more than half a millennium, was a secret of profound significance. In time, this controversial secret compelled us to rethink and challenge conventional ideas about the history of religion, including the origins of Judeo-Christianity.

      Our fascination with Rosslyn was initially inspired by Dan Brown’s bestseller, The Da Vinci Code.1 The novel considered Rosslyn Chapel as a temporary resting place for the legendary Holy Grail, which, according to the royal bloodline theory, was the remains of Jesus’s wife Mary Magdalene. Filled with curiosity, we decided to visit this gothic “cathedral of codes,” located a few miles south of Edinburgh.

      It was a drizzly, cold day in May when we walked through the timeworn wooden portal of the north entrance and first laid eyes on Rosslyn’s ornate interior. I took Julie’s hands in mine to warm them. “Look at this . . . look at that,” Julie and I kept saying to each other. We moved from one captivating sculpture to another: stone angels playing instruments, Moses wearing horns, the seven deadly sins dancing across an arch. Across the magnificent ceiling were rosettes, stars, and ears of maize carved some fifty years before Columbus “discovered” Indian corn in America.*1 Outside, in the churchyard, we found the statue of an archangel holding a scroll that reads “Love Conquers Death.”

      Ever observant, Julie pointed up at a stained-glass window. “Look, on each side of the window, the statues are missing,” she said. As we surveyed the church, we realized that, while the plinths and niches were undamaged, all of the statues were missing, each and every one of them. A Rosslyn guide told us that the statues had been removed during the time of the strident religious reformer Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658) because they were “too pagan.” Although no one knew for certain where they were, it was rumored that the statues were buried in the crypt beneath the church.

      I imagined Sir William Sinclair (1410–1484), founder of Rosslyn Chapel, contemplating the enigmatic carvings covering the interior of this exquisite church, this “masterpiece in stone.” He surveys the resplendent Apprentice Pillar with eight dragons at its base gnawing away at the roots of Yggdrasil, the Nordic tree of life. He pauses before the image of the Seal of the Knights Templar: two riders on a single horse. His eyes trace the sinuous vine that links more than a hundred Green Men gazing out from the walls.

      Devils, demons, and exotic plants decorate the chapel, side by side with images from the Old and New Testament. Here in the northlands of Scotland, far from the chilling reach of the Inquisition, Sinclair has created an eccentric “Bible in stone,” an unusual synthesis of pagan and Catholic symbolism. The interior of Rosslyn is more Gaudi than Gothic. The arches, pillars, and intricate carvings flow into one another. Sinclair passes from the nave of the church into the Lady Chapel. He pauses between the altars to the Blessed Virgin and Saint Andrew and looks up. Here, Sinclair has hidden the sacred lore of antiquity—sculpted into the forehead of Rosslyn’s most prominent Green Man, who sardonically stares down from the ceiling, suspended from a stone boss. And there it will remain unnoticed for more than five hundred years.

      
        Green Man Discovery

        And here I was, a few weeks after visiting Rosslyn, sitting in a restaurant in Saint Andrews, Scotland, examining a plaster replica of that very same Green Man, which I had purchased in the Rosslyn Chapel gift shop as a memento. I had just made the discovery of a lifetime and, for the first time that I could recall, was . . . speechless.

        Julie and I arrived in this ancient city after a frustrating morning drive. I had missed the turnoff to the Scone Palace, the crowning place of Scottish kings, featuring antique furniture and porcelains that Julie very much wanted to see. We drove into Saint Andrews tired, hungry, and irritated. As soon as we sat down for lunch in the Bella Italia restaurant, Julie excused herself to go the ladies’ room. The sparkling lemon Pellegrino quenched my thirst. The afternoon sun pouring through the wood-framed windows warmed my hands. The smell of pizza baking in the oven calmed my nerves. Absentmindedly, I reached into my backpack for the map. I found the Green Man head instead and placed it on the table. Suddenly, I was staring at it in astonishment.

        Just then Julie returned. “What’s up?” she asked, as soon as she saw my face.

        “Sit down and take a look at this,” I said excitedly, slowly rotating the Green Man head 180 degrees on the red-and-white checkered tablecloth.

        “Oh my God!” Julie exclaimed in a loud voice. “Oh my God,” she whispered, this time glancing suspiciously around the room. We gazed at the psychoactive mushroom, cleverly sculpted, upside down, on the Green Man’s forehead (see fig. 1.1).

        As an anthropologist who for the past four decades has taught a course on “Hallucinogens and Culture” at Florida International University in Miami, I was well versed in the role of visionary plants in early shamanic religions. But nothing I knew about sacred rituals in tribal cultures prepared me for the radical speculations that this Green Man discovery in a Catholic church raised about Christianity and, by implication, about Jesus.

        What if these sacred plants were the source of secret initiations reserved for the royalty of the High Middle Ages and for the worthy disciples of early Christianity?

        Soon afterward, Julie and I put aside plans for retirement and set out on a journey of discovery through Europe and the Middle East in search of visual evidence of psychedelics in Christian art and icons. In addition to changing our lives, what we found at Rosslyn that fateful day set us on a collision course with the theories and legacy of Gordon Wasson, the renowned “sacred mushroom seeker.”

      

      
        Twentieth-Century Darwin

        R. Gordon Wasson (1898–1986) was a man of extreme contradictions. “He was both a respectable banker and, like it or not, a ‘founder’ of the psychedelic movement.”2

        In the 1950s, Wasson’s research into the religious role of psychoactive mushrooms took him to a remote village in southern Mexico. There, Wasson befriended María Sabina, a highly venerated shaman who invited him to participate in a velada, a candlelight healing ceremony. On the night of June 29, 1955, Wasson, an urbane J. P. Morgan vice president and amateur mycologist, sat on the dirt floor of a Mazatec Indian hut, ingested sacred mushrooms, and transformed from a skeptic into a true believer. How was this possible? What mysterious power lurked within what Wasson had earlier referred to as “those repugnant fungal growths”?

        That evening, high in the misty mountains of Oaxaca, Wasson, the son of an Episcopalian clergyman, slipped far beyond his father’s world. There, Wasson had a “soul-shattering” encounter. He experienced the kind of religious ecstasy that his father preached about—the kind usually reserved for true mystics. Describing the visions created by the magic mushroom, Wasson writes, “It permits you to see, more clearly than our perishing mortal eye can see, vistas beyond the horizons of this life, to travel backward and forward in time, to enter other planes of existence, even (as the Indians say) to know God.”3

        When his article, “Seeking the Magic Mushroom,” appeared in Life magazine in 1957, Wasson achieved instant fame.4 He was the first “white outsider” to reveal to the general public the discovery in the New World of a living mushroom tradition. Centuries ago, Spanish chroniclers had documented a similar tradition among the Aztecs, who knew the intoxicating mushrooms as teonanácatl, meaning “flesh of the gods.” “A New York banker goes to Mexico’s mountains to participate in age-old rituals of Indians who chew strange growths that produce visions,” states the article’s headline. In the opening paragraph Wasson describes how “my friend Alan Richardson and I shared with a family of Indian friends a celebration of ‘holy communion’ where ‘divine’ mushrooms were first adored and then consumed.”

        Although he did not know it then, Wasson was about to achieve much more than scientific acclaim. He was about to become an unwitting catalyst for the psychedelic movement. A decade before Timothy Leary, the self-anointed high priest of the 1960s acid generation, there was Gordon Wasson. His meticulous scholarship documented ancient practices of ingesting—and provided academic respectability for studying—sacred psychoactive plants. Eventually Wasson preferred to call them “entheogenic” plants, meaning “god-generated-within” plants, rejecting “psychedelic” as a term used by “the Tim Learys and their ilk.”*2

        Thomas Riedlinger, editor of The Sacred Mushroom Seeker, insight-fully observes that Wasson was “a level-headed scientist whose scholarly writings, while grounded in fact, yet inspire many readers to regard the sacred mushrooms with religious awe and reverence.”5 As a pioneering researcher whose poetic prose “gave wings to the young field of ethnomycology” (the study of the historical uses of mushrooms), Wasson’s publications were paragons of erudition: well reasoned, richly illustrated, and extensively documented.

        In his masterwork, Soma: Divine Mushroom of Immortality (1968), Wasson identifies the elusive Soma plant-god of the Hindu Rigveda as the psychoactive mushroom Amanita muscaria. In The Road to Eleusis (1978), Wasson and his coauthors analyze an LSD-like fungus as the visionary ingredient in the secret potion of the “mysteries” practiced in ancient Greece.

        Despite these academic distinctions, somewhere along the way Wasson crossed over. He converted from trail-blazing scientist to passionate proselytizer. What is only hinted at in Soma blossoms into a full confession in The Road to Eleusis. Here, Wasson proclaims:

        As man emerged from his brutish past, thousands of years ago, there was a stage in the evolution of his awareness when the discovery of a mushroom (or was it a higher plant?) with miraculous properties was a revelation to him, a veritable detonator to his soul, arousing in him sentiments of awe and reverence, and gentleness and love, to the highest pitch of which mankind is capable. . . . What today is resolved into a mere drug . . . was for him a prodigious miracle, inspiring in him poetry and philosophy and religion.6

        Undoubtedly, of all the praise bestowed on Wasson, none was more illustrious than being compared to one of the most brilliant minds in the history of science. Jonathan Ott is an expert on hallucinogenic plants of the Americas. As a disciple and ardent admirer, Ott praises Wasson as “a twentieth-century Darwin.” Shoulder-to-shoulder they stand: Charles Darwin and Gordon Wasson. Ott observes that “like Darwin, whose fundamental discovery was a mechanism to explain evolution (which was already accepted by many in his day), Gordon Wasson discovered the mechanism to explain a central aspect of cultural evolution: the genesis of religion.”7 Just as Darwin developed a naturalistic theory of evolution to explain the origin and descent of man, so Wasson developed a naturalistic theory of entheogens to explain the origin and diffusion of religion.

        In others words, just as Darwin took God out of the creation of man, so Wasson took God out of the creation of religion!

        No wonder both were reluctant to publish their revolutionary theories. Ott notes, “Gordon Wasson, like Darwin, came from a family steeped in religion. Like Darwin, his religious background led to some hesitancy in expounding a theory, which would prove controversial and iconoclastic.” But here the comparison ends, quite dramatically. Whereas Darwin rigorously pursued his theory of evolution wherever it led, Wasson mysteriously beat a hasty retreat after his first encounter with obvious iconographic proof, found in the Chapel of Plaincourault in France, of psychoactive mushrooms in medieval Christian art.

        After indefatigably tracking the tenuous trail of the sacred mushroom around the globe, in Greece, India, Mexico, Russia, and the Far East, why did Wasson—who was widely regarded as “intellectually tenacious”—stop at the sign of the cross?

        Was Wasson afraid of betraying the church? As the son of a clergy man, did Wasson feel a filial allegiance to his father and a loyalty to Catholicism?

        Was he afraid of the power of the Vatican? Did Wasson draw back because he was concerned that his hard-won reputation might be destroyed?

      

      
        Wasson’s Paradox

        In our opinion Wasson’s greatest paradox was this: the discrepancy between his zealous exploration of a controversial theory about the role of entheogens in early religion and his reluctance to pursue this theory past the portals of the church and into the hallowed halls of Christianity.

        In writing this book we did not seek to speciously praise Wasson but to wholeheartedly pursue his revolutionary theory into the churches and cathedrals of Christendom, into the artworks and icons of Christianity, and ultimately into the Bible and the Gnostic Gospels.8 We wanted to honor his pioneering insights into the entheogenic origins of religion by following them to their logical conclusions—no matter how unsettling these findings may be to Jewish and Christian orthodoxy.

        Along the way we discovered the hidden cause of Wasson’s greatest contradiction and came face-to-face with a powerful secret about the life of Jesus. If widely known, this secret would challenge everything we have been taught about the origins of Christianity.

        This book retraces the tracks of Wasson’s worldwide research into the use of visionary plants among indigenous peoples of Siberia and Mexico and in the classical cultures of ancient Greece and India. It begins with an accidental discovery in Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland.

      

    

  
    
      
        PART ONE

        The First Religion

        We have drunk soma and become immortal, we have attained the light, the Gods discovered. 

        
          THE HYMNS OF THE ṚGVEDA
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      Green Man of Rosslyn Chapel

      Roslin, Scotland–1446

      Sir William Sinclair, the last Prince of Orkney and first Earl of Caithness, founded Rosslyn Chapel in 1446. It was said of him: “Prince William, his age creeping upon him . . . it came into his mind to build a house for God’s service, of most curious work . . . that it might be done with greater glory and splendour.”1 Sinclair’s construction of the chapel as it stands today ended four decades later with his demise, leaving his original plan for a larger cross-shaped church incomplete.

      Unfinished though it may be, throughout the centuries Rosslyn has inspired artists and writers. In his poem “Rosabelle,” Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832) wrote about the legend that the chapel appeared to be ablaze whenever a Sinclair died: “Seem’d all on fire that chapel proud/ Where Roslin’s chiefs uncoffin’d lie/ Each Baron, for a sable shroud/ Sheathed in his iron panoply. . . . Blazed battlement and pinnet high/ Blazed every rose-carved buttress fair—So still they blaze, when fate is nigh/ The lordly line of high Saint Clair.”

      In recent years, Rosslyn has been the focal point of fanciful histories linking it with the Knights Templar, the Freemasons, and the Ark of the Covenant. It has even been associated with a musical score encoded in the “orchestra of angels” found in the arches. A most intriguing connection between Rosslyn and the Holy Grail can be traced to Holy Blood, Holy Grail, an alternative religious history by Michael Baigent, first published in England in 1982.2 This book introduces the theory that Jesus survived his crucifixion, that he and Mary Magdalene were married, and that they had a child whose bloodline survives to this day.

      Intrigued by Rosslyn’s myths and legends, we visited this Gothic chapel during our anniversary trip to Scotland. The village of Roslin was only a short taxi ride from our cozy inn in Edinburgh, but the trip took us back in time. We passed King Arthur’s Seat, the highest peak in the region; it offers a panoramic view of Edinburgh Castle, which has guarded the city for more than a thousand years. Rosslyn Chapel sits like a tiara atop the gentle hills that slope down to the emerald-green valleys of the county of Midlothian. The elegant flying buttresses on each side of the church are crowned by delicate spires. Inside, the two-story chapel is supported by pillars that form an arcade of twelve pointed arches.

      Formally known as the Collegiate College of Saint Matthew, Rosslyn Chapel was established as a place to celebrate the Divine Office by reciting the daily hymns, psalms, and other prayers prescribed by the Catholic Church. But despite this catholic lineage Rosslyn Chapel is unique in the architecture of Christendom because of the rare blend of ecumenical and pagan carvings that cover almost every surface of the church. These intricate sculptures portray religious icons side by side with mystical, natural, and heraldic motifs. Every step in the chapel reveals new wonders, drawing the eye restlessly upward from the angels in the arches to the stars high above in the vaulted nave.

      While ambling through this “herbal in stone,” I became fascinated by the more than one hundred Green Man carvings located throughout the church. Green Men are carvings of human faces surrounded by foliage. Branches, vines, and leaves may sprout from the nose, mouth, nostrils, and even eyes, sometimes bearing flowers or fruit. Many of these images have an unnerving quality. They embody a vital fecundity proudly proclaiming the Green Man’s survival from pre-Christian, pagan times.

      While the expressions of Rosslyn’s Green Men ran the full gamut of emotions from jovial to somber, from disembodied to proud, the unique carving of Rosslyn’s preeminent Green Man caught my eye. Jutting down from the low ceiling at the end of a stone boss in the Lady Chapel, his alabaster face was encased in laurels. These, in turn, were connected by vines shooting out from the corners of his mouth and from the tear ducts of his eyes. As I bent my head backward to get a better look, the Green Man leered back at me, his diabolical gaze and sarcastic grin mocking the sacred setting.

      In Man and His Symbols, Carl Jung surveys world art and identifies major archetypal themes that underlie the visual creations of diverse cultures. These archetypes include the Great Mother, the Wise Old Man, the Shadow, the Phoenix—symbol of death and rebirth—and the Trickster. Certainly, Rosslyn’s most prominent Green Man was none other than the Trickster, who takes many forms to trick us into learning.

      But on this holy ground, in this sacred setting . . . to learn what, I wondered.

      At the end of the day, browsing through the Rosslyn gift shop, I came upon a plaster replica of this Green Man head. I purchased it as a memento of our visit, wrapped it in paper, and dropped it into the bottom of my backpack.

      After leaving Edinburgh, Julie and I traveled northwest to the Isle of Skye, where we celebrated our anniversary. From there, we drove eastward to Saint Andrews, world famous as the birthplace of golf. Although I had never been on a golf course in my life, a friend of mine who is a fanatical golfer (is there any other kind?) made me promise that we would not leave Scotland without visiting this medieval city.

      
        Green Man Decoded

        And so, several weeks after leaving Rosslyn, I found myself sitting in an Italian restaurant in Saint Andrews, on what would soon turn out to be a most fateful day. While slowly rotating the Green Man head on the table, I suddenly noticed what appeared to be a mushroom—embedded upside down in his forehead.
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          Fig. 1.1. Green Man, Rosslyn Chapel: front view and inverted
view with highlighted forehead (Photo by Julie M. Brown)
        

        The raised dots on the mushroom’s cap, the veil on its stem, and the bulbous base were all characteristic of stages in the life cycle of Amanita muscaria, known in English as the fly agaric. This potent hallucinogen was widely recognized as the psychoactive fungus of Scandinavian folklore, often illustrated with elves and fairies frolicking under its bright red cap dotted with white spots.*3

        As I considered the implications of this discovery, I asked myself a question: Was the Green Man of Rosslyn Chapel providing a clue to the presence of sacred mushrooms in Christian rituals?

        I knew that the archaeological record of entheogen use by humans stretched back some ten thousand years.3 However, if entheogens eventually resolve the puzzle presented by Upper Paleolithic cave art, then their use by our ancestors could date back as far as thirty thousand to fifty thousand years ago, adding substance to the idea that entheogens were the catalyst for humanity’s earliest religious experiences. Professor David Lewis-Williams of the Rock Art Institute at South Africa’s Witwatersrand University describes this puzzle as “the greatest riddle of archaeology—how we became human and in the process began to make art and to practice what we call religion.”4 In discussing possible solutions to this riddle, author Graham Hancock†4 suggests that “anatomically modern humans present in Europe around 40,000 years ago encountered a potent natural hallucinogen . . . [which] would undoubtedly have produced the sorts of visions and experiences of a parallel spirit world that the cave paintings seem to reflect.”5

        In many indigenous cultures, entheogens played a seminal role in early man’s search for the sacred. They were the magical portal to supernatural realms of ecstatic shamanism, humanity’s first religion, in which shamans mediate between the visible and spirit worlds. They were prominent in the pantheistic religions of ancient Greece and India. Even today, they are ritually consumed by indigenous peoples around the world.
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          Fig. 1.2. Bee-faced mushroom shaman, Tassili-n-Ajjer, Algeria, 9000–6000 BCE (Illustration by Diego H. Black)
        

        But for years I had discounted the claims of a small group of iconoclastic scholars who argued that secret hallucinogenic rites were also practiced in Christianity, from early on into the High Middle Ages. After all, it was none other than Gordon Wasson, the “sacred mushroom seeker,” who categorically concluded that evidence of entheogens in the Bible began and ended with the story of Genesis.

      

      
        Preeminent Authority

        Once Wasson and his Russian-born wife, Valentina, realized the magnitude of their revolutionary discovery—identifying the magic mushroom of antiquity and introducing it to the modern world—they pursued this new undertaking with a rigorous exclusivity of purpose. Concerned that the few remaining islands of traditional entheogenic use would soon vanish, Wasson reports that “Valentina Pavlovna and I resolved to do what we could to treat our subject worthily, devoting our lives to studying it and reporting it.”6 In time, Wasson became the world’s preeminent authority on ethnomycology. This was no small accomplishment for an amateur mushroom seeker who started out with little more than a passionate curiosity—but with no advanced degree or scholarly training in the sciences.

        “I suppose that he was, in his way, a genius,” observes Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, who collaborated closely with Wasson on his masterwork, Soma. “Certainly he had the inspiration; but he also had the other 99% of what genius demands. I mean by this the ‘perspiration.’”7

        As the leading authority in the field, Wasson’s opinion on the absence of psychoactive mushrooms in early Christianity has been taken as gospel. On this point, Wasson was crystal clear. While concluding in Soma that mushrooms had played a role in the religious life of our remote ancestors, Wasson also proclaims that “my book brings the role of the fly-agaric in the Near and Middle East down to 1000 BC.”8 For nearly half a century, Wasson’s position prevailed. His view that evidence of entheogens in the Middle East ended a millennium before the birth of Christ precluded almost all scholarly investigation into the presence of psychoactive plants in the origins of Christianity.

        Case closed. Or . . . was it?

      

      
        Debunking The Da Vinci Code

        It was now four o’clock in the afternoon of the day we had arrived in Saint Andrews. While I had not yet realized that this was the day that would change our lives forever (that would not hit me until slightly before midnight), I did know it was time for my daily nap. I crawled under the fluffy comforter in our cozy room at the Bell Craig Guest House while Julie strolled through the quaint streets. As I awoke to the light touch of her fingers on my arm, she said softly, “Jer, guess what’s playing in the theater just around the corner.”

        “What?” I asked.

        “The Da Vinci Code,” Julie replied.

        “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said, bolting up in bed.

        “No, I’m not. It starts in fifteen minutes, so hurry.”

        The lights dimmed soon after we settled into the plush upholstered seats. Since we had recently read the novel, we quickly recognized the main characters: Robert Langdon, Harvard professor of iconography; Sophie Nuveu Saint-Clair, French cryptologist; and Leigh Teabing, British Holy Grail seeker. And the unforgettable Silas, the fierce albino monk on a clandestine mission to destroy the Priory of Sion, the secret society sworn to protect the descendants of Jesus and Mary down through the ages.

        I found myself annoyed by the “big reveal” scene in Leigh Teabing’s chateau. Projecting Leonardo da Vinci’s famous Last Supper painting on a large screen, Leigh explains to Sophie that the long-haired, feminine-looking figure at the right of Jesus in the painting is not the apostle John but actually Mary Magdalene. Leigh argues that the absence of a chalice in the painting means Leonardo (who we learn was a Grand Master of the Priory) knew that Mary Magdalene was the actual Holy Grail and the bearer of Jesus’s child. This idea is further supported by the shape of the letter “V” formed by the positions of Jesus and Mary’s bodies, given that “V” is the symbol for the womb and the sacred feminine.

        Later on in the film, our ears perked up as Robert deciphers a coded message on the papyrus scroll that Sophie’s grandfather left for her in a bank vault: “The holy grail ’neath ancient Roslin waits. The blade and chalice guarding o’er her gates. Adorned in masters’ loving art, she lies. She rests at last beneath the starry skys.” Robert informs Sophie that “Roslin” is another name for Rosslyn Chapel, whose ceiling is decorated with stars. He insists that they leave London immediately for Scotland.

        Despite selling millions of copies, Dan Brown’s novel has been roundly criticized by experts, especially for its historical distortions.

        Julie and I already knew that the idea of a secret Priory of Sion was an elaborate fraud. It had been widely debunked by journalists and scholars as one of the great hoaxes of the twentieth century. In the 1960s, a Frenchman named Pierre Plantard created a fictitious history for the Priory. He described it as a secret society founded by Godfrey of Bouillon on Mount Zion in the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1099. Plantard forged and planted evidence of the Priory story around France in order to support his claim of being the Great Monarch prophesied by Nostradamus.

        “These guys are shameless,” I said to Julie, referring to both Dan Brown’s novel and Holy Blood/Holy Grail, the pseudo-historical work on which it was based. “Every first-year social science student knows that ‘absence of evidence is not proof.’ The lack of a chalice in Da Vinci’s The Last Supper proves nothing at all about the Holy Grail. And by itself, without context, the supposed ‘V’ in the painting is meaningless. How can they base such a radical theory—about Jesus surviving the cross and marrying Mary—on a far-fetched interpretation of Da Vinci’s masterpiece and a patently fraudulent myth about the Priory of Sion?”

        “It’s a movie so of course it’s fabricated,” Julie replied. “That’s not the point.”

        “Well, what is it then?” I asked.

        “The point is,” Julie said, “that it is because of The Da Vinci Code that you came to Rosslyn and discovered the secret of the Green Man. How many people, throughout the centuries, have stared at that same Green Man head but did not see what you saw, until you put it on the table and spun it around?”

      

      
        What Would Jesus Say?

        Nevertheless, for me, personally, the Da Vinci Code movie was “high art”—if we invoke Aristotle’s criteria that true art must inspire catharsis in the viewer. Indeed, while discussing the film, I experienced a purifying catharsis that fused together the Green Man, medieval Christianity, and the life of Jesus. For a moment my intellectual skepticism was suspended, inspiring me to ask questions that until then had seemed implausible.

        
          What if Jesus experienced divinity and immortality by ingesting visionary plants?
        

        Swept up in speculation, I wondered what Jesus would say if we could somehow walk and talk with him in the hills surrounding Galilee. Would the holy man speak to us in parables about a secret teaching reserved only for disciples? “Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given” (Matthew 13:11). Would he explain his mysterious declaration offering a pathway to immortality? “I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live forever” (John 6:51).

        Would Jesus clarify his perplexing words at the Last Supper? “Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except you eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whosoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:53–54).

        I pondered the message of these mystifying sayings in which Jesus offers the eating of “living bread” as the gateway to immortality. Could they be biblical similes for ingesting entheogens?

        For a moment, I was on the verge of throwing caution to the winds, of embracing these speculations as the truth. I found myself moving rapidly from a mild suspension of disbelief to its rambunctious overthrow. Suddenly, the words of Victor Turner, my esteemed professor of symbolic anthropology at Cornell, popped into my head, warning me to take stock of the situation. Turner’s favorite dictum was “good theory comes from good field work.” In other words, go out and gather the facts before jumping to conclusions.

      

      
        “Truth Conquers All”

        After dinner we returned to our room. While I was lost in thought, Julie, who is an excellent researcher, had been surfing the Web, seeking the source of the sole quote William Sinclair had carved inside Rosslyn Chapel.

        On the architrave adjoining the Apprentice Pillar is a Latin inscription that reads “Forte est vinu. Fortior est rex. Fortiores sunt mulieres: sup om vincit veritas.” It means “Wine is strong, the king is stronger, women are stronger still: but truth conquers all.”

        “Listen, Jerry,” she said, “this quote comes from the Book of Esdras [Ezra] 1, in the King James version of the Bible. But given William Sinclair’s penchant for coded messages, I decided to look at this inscription as an invitation to read further. Well, here’s what I found in Esdras 2:14–38.”

        Let no man therefore come unto me now, nor seek after me these forty days. So I took the five men, as he commanded me, and we went into the field, and remained there. And the next day, behold, a voice called me, saying, Esdras, open thy mouth, and drink that I give thee to drink.

        Then opened I my mouth, and behold, he reached me a full cup, which was full as it were with water, but the colour of it was like fire. And I took it, and drank: and when I had drunk of it, my heart uttered understanding, and wisdom grew in my breast, for my spirit strengthened my memory: And my mouth was opened, and shut no more.

        I was about to speak, but Julie continued reading.

        The Highest gave understanding unto the five men, and they wrote the wonderful visions of the night that were told, which they knew not: and they sat forty days, and they wrote in the day, and at night they ate bread. As for me I spake in the day, and I held not my tongue by night. In forty days they wrote two hundred and four books.

        And it came to pass, when the forty days were fulfilled, that the Highest spake, saying, “The first thou hast written publish openly, that the worthy and unworthy may read it: But keep the seventy last that thou mayest deliver them only to such as be wise among the people: for in them is the spring of understanding, the fountain of wisdom, and the stream of knowledge.” And I did so.

        “Listen to these descriptions: water the color of fire, spring of understanding, fountain of wisdom, stream of knowledge,” Julie observed. “These could easily be poetic analogies for the juice of the Amanita mushroom.”

        “Julie,” I said, “do you realize that some archaeologists search their entire lives without finding a single artifact! We’ll never be able to prove that Sinclair wanted people to read Esdras 2. But during the past two weeks, we’ve uncovered confirmation of an entheogen in the Green Man icon of Rosslyn and enticing evidence in the Esdras text of the Old Testament!”

      

      
        In for a Penny, In for a Pound

        “So what’s next? Where do we go from here?” Julie asked. “What we’ve learned at Rosslyn makes me curious. What other clues are out there?”

        “Who knows how many more artifacts there are, like this one, visible in plain sight in ancient churches, just waiting for someone to recognize them for what they really are,” I replied. “We owe it to ourselves, to science, to find out.”

        At this point, there was no turning back. We were, as the British say, “in for a penny, in for a pound.” Confronted with a potential breakthrough of such significance, Julie and I made a pact to quietly undertake a journey of discovery to seek answers. And so, during our twenty-fifth-anniversary sojourn in Scotland, we vowed to devote ourselves to a quest for compelling evidence of entheogens in early Christianity—and ultimately in the life of Jesus.

        But, concerned about the highly controversial nature of this research, we knew that we needed strong scientific principles to guide our quest.

        We found them in the words of the astrophysicist Carl Sagan, who, observes in The Demon-Haunted World, “There are no forbidden questions in science, no matters too sensitive or delicate to be probed, no sacred truths.” However, he also cautioned that “to find the truth we need imagination and skepticism both. We will not be afraid to speculate, but we will be careful to distinguish speculation from fact.” And most importantly, Sagan stressed that “extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.”

        This is the story of our quest for extraordinary evidence. Our journey begins by retracing Wasson’s tracks as he seeks the sacred mushroom throughout the ancient world. It starts with his exploration of the Hindu Rigveda, one of the world’s oldest religious texts.
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