











“A remarkable and lovingly warm tribute to a true 20th-century pioneer in psychedelic, transpersonal, and consciousness studies whose cultural influence and scholarly contributions to our understanding of psychedelics and altered states have led to the reemergence of psychedelic research today. Ralph’s incredible life is beautifully told in these pages.”

ANTHONY P. BOSSIS, PH.D., CLINICAL
ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHIATRY
AT NYU GROSSMAN SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

“Over the sixty years I knew Ralph, he remained the best educated, most curious, and most open man I’ve ever known. Where others saw walls, he not only saw doors but propped them open and urged us to follow him to experience new facets of our interconnections and underlying unity.”

JAMES FADIMAN, PH.D., MICRODOSE RESEARCHER AND
AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC EXPLORER’S GUIDE

“A vibrant palette of inspiration and lived experience that documents Ralph Metzner’s multifaceted legacy. This book will remain alive and vibrant as an influence on the field of psychedelics.”

JANIS PHELPS, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR
PSYCHEDELIC THERAPIES AND RESEARCH,
CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES

“Ralph Metzner helped give birth to the psychedelic Sixties—witnessing, shaping, and intelligently commenting on this movement’s tumultuous life for more than half a century. This collection of loving remembrances humanizes and deepens our understanding of him as a consciousness-raising pioneer.”

DON LATTIN, AUTHOR OF THE HARVARD PSYCHEDELIC CLUB
AND GOD ON PSYCHEDELICS

“Ralph Metzner has been a mentor to countless psychedelic explorers, and this is an inspiring celebration of Ralph’s influence on the many people whose lives were touched deeply by his mentorship. Ralph’s legacy offers an important reminder of the visionary aspects of psychedelic use that cannot be contained within a medical model.”

MARY GOMES, PH.D., COEDITOR OF ECOPSYCHOLOGY

“Ralph Metzner was a pioneer ‘explorer of consciousness’ who stood steadfastly for the integrity of psychedelic work, service, community, and right livelihood. This book, with contributions from other psychedelic pioneers, provides a wonderful opportunity for us all to keep learning from Ralph.”

MICHAEL MITHOEFER, M.D., MDMA RESEARCHER

“The lifelong imprints left on those one touches with their presence, words, and actions make a person unforgettable. This book is a tribute to an unforgettable Ralph, whose unique and vast range of imprints is beautifully portrayed in this collection of writings by those who met him along their paths. May Ralph’s legacy keep inspiring new generations committed to the ever-expanding dance of consciousness. In gratitude, Maestro!”

SUSANA BUSTOS, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF ESCUELA DE PSICOVEGETALISMO
AND COAUTHOR OF THE SHAMANIC ODYSSEY

“It is with great pride and honor that I hold my position at the University of California San Francisco in Ralph’s name. I so appreciate the depth and breadth of Ralph’s knowledge and expertise as a scientist, artist, healer, and more.”

ROBIN CARHART-HARRIS, PH.D., RALPH METZNER DISTINGUISHED
PROFESSOR OF NEUROLOGY, PSYCHIATRY AND BEHAVIORAL
SCIENCES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA SAN FRANCISCO

“As a treasured professor, author, lecturer, mentor, therapist, and administrator, Ralph Metzner made significant contributions to transpersonal and psychedelic research and therapy. This volume is a complement to his vision and makes the case for his most important ideas on expansion and deepening of consciousness, alchemy, shamanism, human development, mythology, death and afterlife, family, and friendship.”

ROBERT MCDERMOTT, PH.D., PRESIDENT EMERITUS AND PROFESSOR
EMERITUS, CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES

“In the lineage he leaves behind, the fire of Ralph’s commitment to ending suffering lives on. The potency of his alchemical divinatory practices as pathways for radical transformation reflect his unending passion for the liberation of awakened consciousness and the proactive co-creation of a more peaceful and just world.”

VALERIA MCCARROLL, PH.D., LMFT, FOUNDER OF SOMADELICS

“Reading this book, I am reminded again and again what a fabulous human being Ralph was. He was a holistic thinker, a courageous explorer, a comic who made us laugh, and a human being with an utterly dependable grasp on all levels of reality. This book captures so much of him and is a gift for all spiritual seekers.”

BRIAN THOMAS SWIMME, PH.D., PROFESSOR EMERITUS,
CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES
AND AUTHOR OF COSMOGENESIS

“This book highlights Ralph’s academic and experiential contributions to healing and visionary states using various entheogens, meditations, and shamanic techniques. It describes his dedication to the field of green psychology for the preservation of the natural world. It is an indispensable read for all practitioners who are exploring altered states of consciousness.”

ALEXANDER SHESTER, M.D., AUTHOR OF
VISIONARY HEALING

“Ralph Metzner made a significant contribution to the exploration of psychedelic worlds. This book honors a great master, teacher, and humanitarian friend.”

ROGER LIGGENSTORFER, PUBLISHER, AND
CHRISTINE HEIDRICH, TRANSLATOR

“Like the shaman whose traditions he both studied and extended, Ralph was a traveler between worlds. And not only a traveler, but a guide, interpreter, and defender. A truly integral individual, his expertise and passions spanned the common divisions between science and spirituality, the personal and the political, the esoteric and the ecological. This volume of tributes will give the reader a tangible sense of the exceptional range of fields to which Ralph made significant and lasting contributions.”

SEAN KELLY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF BECOMING GAIA

“Ralph Metzner dedicated his life to the exploration of consciousness and the one energy that we all are. This book honors his great spirit and provides inspiration for our own explorations of the source from which we all spring.”

MARKUS BERGER, ETHNOBOTANIST, DRUG RESEARCHER,
AND EDITOR-IN-CHIEF OF LUCY’S RAUSCH

“This tribute to Ralph Metzner’s life conveys so eloquently how skillfully Ralph used his profound understanding of the world’s wisdom traditions to touch so many so deeply. This book is an invitation to share in Ralph’s journey to consciousness.”

ALLEN KANNER, PH.D., COEDITOR OF ECOPSYCHOLOGY

“Ralph Metzner guided many people through profound experiences and altered states of consciousness. Here is a well-deserved tribute to this impressive intrepid pioneer, psychonaut, guide, and author.”

ROGER WALSH M.D., PH.D., PROFESSOR,
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, AND EDITOR OF HIGHER WISDOM

“A fitting tribute to a man who touched so many around the world with his wisdom, love, intellect, heart, and creative flow. So many wonderful voices reveal different aspects of Brother Raoul’s self. Take the time to read them all and gain good medicine about a good medicine man that showed up and went for the gold of transformation.”

TOM “TOMÁS” PINKSON, PH.D., PSYCHOTHERAPIST
AND AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC SHAMAN







Park Street Press
One Park Street
Rochester, Vermont 05767
www.ParkStPress.com

Park Street Press is a division of Inner Traditions International

Copyright © 2024 by Cathy Coleman

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Note to the Reader: The information in this book is for historical, cultural, and educational interest only and should not be construed as a guide to or advocacy of the use or ingestion of psychoactive medicines. In no way should the material in this book be taken to advocate, explicitly or implicitly, the use of illegal substances. Neither authors nor publisher assume any responsibility for physical, psychological, or social consequences resulting from ingesting any of the substances described in this book.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this title is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 979-8-88850-050-7 (print)
ISBN 979-8-88850-051-4 (ebook)

The text stock is SFI certified. The Sustainable Forestry Initiative® program promotes sustainable forest management.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Text design and layout by Virginia Scott Bowman

To send correspondence to the author of this book, mail a first-class letter to the author c/o Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, One Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767, and we will forward the communication, or contact the author directly at info@greenearthfound.org.

[image: ]




This book is dedicated to Ralph’s life purpose of
expanded consciousness, and to fellow explorers,
including those who have come before
and those who will follow.


Shaman’s Song


During the first half of my life

I wove the threads and textures

Of my experience

Into a multi-colored tapestry that

In the ending half of this journey

Has become a magic carpet

On which I shall sail away

Over the mountains

Into the worlds

Of the mystery.

RALPH METZNER







Endlessly curious, eternal student, intrepid adventurer—courageous and creative explorer of the wild frontiers of consciousness.

Healer, shaman, magician—one who welcomed ancestors and spirits as allies.

Pioneer in the therapeutic utility of psychedelic substances—innovator in the importance of set and setting, master of ritual and ceremony. One who courageously developed, transmitted, and mentored others in the therapeutic use of psychedelics.

Cartographer of consciousness expansion—exploring, shaping, and transmitting ancient and modern methods to deeply connect with mind and expand awareness in service of attunement to community, society, and planet.

A visionary and precise scholar—who, as he appreciated the boundaries of the academic establishment, helped guide the creation of an academic institution (California Institute of Integral Studies) that transcended those bounds, a place where psyche—mind, soul, spirit—is respected as irreducible in the study of psychology.

Master teacher and gifted storyteller—who guided, influenced, and mentored, directly and indirectly, generations of shamanic practitioners and psychedelic therapists.

A life rich in varied experience—from childhood in war-ravaged Germany to a famously innovative school in Scotland attended by members of the British royal family to Oxford, the oldest English-language university in the world, to graduate studies and life-long collaborations and friendships that began when he was the junior member of an infamous Harvard trio.

A key player in transpersonal psychology—in crafting the contemporary academic discipline of taking seriously the transcendent; he authored two dozen books and influenced multitudes through direct encounters with his uniquely quiet and powerful style.

A pioneer of ecopsychology—of what has also become known as green psychology, terrapsychology, nature religion, dark green religion. Taking lessons from the personal to the global, from the individual psyche to the collective, from work with the personal shadow to work with societal shadows that contribute to driving our current great planetary derangement. One who knew that Gaia is alive and sentient, and commands our respect and collaboration, if we are to survive and flourish.

Alchemist extraordinaire—re-enlivening a concept often dismissed as primitive and prescientific. Alchemy as a quest for knowledge, wisdom, and healing. Alchemy as transformation of consciousness, of the body, and of its subtle energy field. Alchemy as ritual and profoundly respectful relationship with the natural world.

Traveler in service of experiential learning—and sharing knowledge with others. Catalyst for an extended community, appreciating that lasting benefits of transformative experiences are best attained through ongoing practice within a supportive community, a tribe, a circle. The circle can be more important than the medicine.

Devoted to family and community—caring husband, father, family and community citizen. Friend to many.

Truly a life well-lived, living as if the kind of world many of us would like to have is indeed possible. One who has left the world a far better place for his having lived.

This book is filled with stories speaking to all these qualities of this truly remarkable being. Reading it will take you on a journey through an extraordinary life.

It will also give perspective on the role psychedelic medicines had in Ralph’s life and work. As psychedelics are currently undergoing a rapid and somewhat rampant movement into contemporary society—a society perhaps not well prepared to receive these complex and powerful substances—it is particularly instructive to appreciate how for him psychedelics were aids, not ends, to expanding consciousness.

For Ralph, it was all about opening one’s awareness in service of personal transformation and global transformation—addressing the personal and interpersonal, and also the most important societal and planetary crises of our era. This perhaps is the most important message of Ralph Metzner’s life and work, and of this wonderful collection of essays.

Enjoy!

DAVID PRESTI, PH.D., teaches biology, psychology, and cognitive science at the University of California, Berkeley, where he has been on the faculty in molecular and cell biology for thirty years. For the past two decades David has been teaching neuroscience and conversing about science with Tibetan Buddhist monastics in India, Bhutan, and Nepal. His areas of expertise include human neurobiology and neurochemistry, the effects of drugs on the brain and the mind, the clinical treatment of addiction, and the scientific study of mind and consciousness. He is the author of several books, including Foundational Concepts in Neuroscience: A Brain-Mind Odyssey and Mind Beyond Brain: Buddhism, Science, and the Paranormal.




Ralph Metzner was a visionary scholar who led a long and illustrious life. The inspiration for this book was seeded by the tributes given at Ralph’s memorial in San Francisco on May 24, 2019; by an unsolicited written tribute by Alan Levin; and by the suggestion of Friedrich Rehrnbeck of Germany. This memorial collection of essays comprises personal homages as to how Ralph impacted the contributors’ lives. Known as a Gedenkschrift in German, the more common term is Festschrift, which is a celebration of writings to honor a respected person while they are alive. While some collections are strictly academic works focusing on themes of the person’s life work, this compilation includes both academic and more personal essays.

The pieces fell into place to proceed with the project when we—Cathy Coleman, Ralph’s wife of thirty-one years, and Simon Warwick-Smith, Ralph’s friend and editor/agent of twenty-five years—joined forces. We put out the call for contributions and were touched by the enthusiastic response and support. It is truly an acknowledgment of a life well lived. We are deeply grateful for each of the eighty-seven essays that we received. Due to space constraints, not all of them could be included in this volume. We encourage readers to visit the Green Earth Foundation website at www.greenearthfound.org, where you can find the additional tributes to Ralph that are not contained in these pages. With appreciation, the authors of those contributions can be found listed in the acknowledgments at the back of this book.

The essays herein offer insights, anecdotes, and observations from people worldwide, each connected to the various aspects and stages of Ralph’s life—those he touched and those who touched him. He had German and Scottish roots, and he made teaching trips for several decades to Germany, Italy, Sweden, Switzerland, and Brazil, as well as to locations within the United States.

We have loosely grouped the contributions to correspond with Ralph’s broad influences and impact: Overview and Early Life; A Scholar, Educator, and Mentor; Psychedelic Medicines for Healing and Visions; Esoteric Modalities and Sacred Storytelling; Green Psychology; Artistic Expression; Death, Conscious Dying, and the Afterlife; and Family.

OVERVIEW AND EARLY LIFE

We begin with a few contributions that highlight the key points of Ralph’s biography and the connections to the rest of his life’s work. One especially important aspect is the roots of war and reconciliation.

Ralph’s life-long, almost obsessive, focus on the causes of war and reconciliation was rooted in his early family life. His parents endured their respective countries being at war, his mother being Scottish and his father German. Ralph’s childhood was enmeshed with the suffering and deprivation of World War II as he was born in 1936 in Berlin and remained there until the end of the war in 1945, taking shelter in their home basement during bombing raids. The piece from Ralph’s brother, Robin Metzner, describes Ralph’s roots, childhood, and teenage years.

Aware of the widespread repression people of German descent had about Germany’s WWII history, Ralph conducted workshops and storytelling rituals on the Nazi Holocaust and war, which resulted in profound healings and shifts in relationships, especially between older and younger generations. Ralph noted that “Only once the hurt received and inflicted is openly and truthfully acknowledged can authentic healing take place.”1

Ralph guided groups in reconciliation processes with their ancestors. He studied family constellation therapy with its founder, Bert Hellinger, who became a mentor for him. In this work individuals are guided to the complex family soul of living and deceased family members and ancestors through “representatives.”

Ralph wrote: “I have come to believe that the kind of civilized transition that is required of us all will involve far-reaching transformations of consciousness in individuals, their families and their communities, and ultimately the global social order.”2

A SCHOLAR, EDUCATOR, AND MENTOR

An academic, Ralph Metzner harnessed education as a platform for promoting personal, social, and cultural transformation. He had an expansive view of education, perhaps first formed from his early years at Gordonstoun School in Scotland, an avant-garde experiment in its field.3 He was a gifted teacher who experimented with ideas, courses, and methodologies. His academic rigor was further honed at Oxford.

Ralph’s lifework included his pioneering role in building an accredited institution of integral education. In his role as the academic dean at the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS), he integrated an Eastern-oriented curriculum with Western psychology. Ralph was among the founding practitioners and teachers of the transpersonal psychology field. CIIS was among the few leading institutions where transpersonal psychology was taught in the late twentieth century.

Ralph introduced courses in the divine feminine, laying the groundwork for the later emergence of a Women’s Spirituality program. He incorporated esoteric healing arts such as astrology, alchemy, and the I Ching into mainstream academic studies. He championed phenomenological as well as empirical research. One of Ralph’s students, Roger Marsden, noted: “He didn’t teach about a system; he taught an integration of multiple systems across time, cultures, and disciplines.”4

Ralph expanded the school’s courses and programs, incorporating new psychology and cultural anthropology programs. Michael Flanagin’s contribution “Ralph’s Animation of the Academy” describes Ralph’s initiating role in building an accredited institution of integral education.

Chiron, the centaur, is a key archetype for Ralph about which Monika Wikman and I (Cathy) wrote. In Greek mythology, Chiron became a teacher and mentor to various mythological heroes, imparting to them the values and knowledge that they would later need to pursue their quests. Chiron strove to make each one a whole person, skilled in music, astrology, herbal medicine, hunting, and riding. His students came to him to gather the skills to fulfill their own destinies. Chiron was a maverick thinker.5 My discovery of the archetypal symbolism of Chiron coincided with Ralph’s and my first date. As this volume illustrates, Ralph played out the archetype of Chiron with the many students and colleagues whom he mentored.

PSYCHEDELIC MEDICINES FOR HEALING AND VISIONS

Ralph gained renown for his pioneering role in the study of psychedelics at Harvard with Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert (Ram Dass). They coauthored the infamous book The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, first published in 1964. His prolific psychedelic exploration—and teaching, writing, and healing work—continued until his death in 2019.

Charles Grob notes that “Ralph maintained a strong focus on scholarly and intellectual rigor, comprehending the powerful implications these compounds might have for both individual and collective healing.”6

Ralph preferred the term entheogen to psychedelic, due to the cultural baggage that accumulated with the use of the word psychedelic. “Entheogenic,” he wrote, “refers explicitly to the capacity of these experiences to put one in touch with the sacred or divine dimensions of our existence.”

Ralph continued, “Scientific studies have shown that given favorable conditions of set and setting, these substances can aid and support healing or psychotherapy; they can function as allies in overcoming addictions and compulsions; they can assist those who are dying in their preparations for the final passage; they can further understanding of states and dimensions of consciousness and the nature of reality; they can enhance creativity—and they can increase the openness to and likelihood of spiritual or mystical experience.”7 This is noteworthy validation.

In addition to The Psychedelic Experience, Ralph wrote on psychedelic (or entheogenic) medicines, including books on MDMA, ayahuasca, mushrooms, and Bufo alvarius and 5-methoxy-dimethyltryptamine (5-MeO-DMT). He also spelled out guidelines for the productive and safe use of these substances. The titles of his works are listed in the back of this book.

Today we are seeing rapid growth in the legitimacy and acceptance of psychedelic-assisted therapies, and their employment for certain intractable health issues such as PTSD, treatment-resistant depression, and anxiety. Ralph’s extensive research and documentation of the effects of different substances and their usefulness for expanded consciousness and healing have been foundational to the field.

Stan Grof observed, “Ralph was an early harbinger in the current psychedelic renewal. During the period when psychedelics were illegal he studied new and not yet illegal or semilegal medicines . . . Many of these new substances came from the laboratory of Sasha Shulgin and Jungian therapist Leo Zeff. Ralph introduced useful knowledge about MDMA to therapists and interested members of the public in his coauthored book Through the Gateway of the Heart.”8

Visionary circles in North America and Europe were conducted by Ralph for the last forty years of his life, in which many people engaged in deep work with him for a long period of time. His impact was profound in terms of their personal transformations and their consequent flowering growth and creativity. There are a number of contributors on this topic, including Mark Seelig’s extraordinary piece, “Life-Changing Work with Sacred Medicine Circles.”

We offer a glossary of psychoactive medicines in this book as a starting point for those who are less familiar with this topic and to show the range of medicines with which Ralph worked.

ESOTERIC MODALITIES AND SACRED STORYTELLING

Ralph’s timeless book Maps of Consciousness, first published in 1971, described six esoteric systems—I Ching, tantra, tarot, alchemy, astrology, and Actualism—and how they can be applied for personal growth. (This classic for exploring the mind and expanded awareness was republished by Inner Traditions in 2023.)

Ralph sought substance-free methods and techniques for gaining insights and revelations. He developed and taught Metzner Alchemical Divination Training (MAD), a three-year training program (using no substances), for approximately a decade from about 2002–2012. His writings, teachings, and trainings opened brand-new horizons to his students. Jamy Faust, Paul Müller, and Friedrich Rehrnbeck wrote on their experiences in this training.

Several of the essays describe Ralph’s deep involvement in the School of Actualism in the 1970s. Actualism, or Agni Yoga, was developed by Russell Schofield, one of Ralph’s mentors. “In Agni Yoga, the living fire is used to bring light into darkened areas of consciousness, and the consuming fire aspect is used to burn out obstructions to the free flow of energy from other sources.”9 The term Light-Fire yoga used herein refers to this process.

In addition to Agni Yoga, as a psychotherapist Ralph used many different healing approaches, such as meditation, guided imagery, divination, sand tray therapy, past life regression, family constellation work, and entheogens, to complement his repertoire of more traditional methods. Some of the more impactful ways in which he influenced his clients’ lives is described here.

There are contributions from American and European colleagues and friends, including academic colleagues from the CIIS; from various aspects of psychedelic research; from work with the International Transpersonal Association (ITA) on conferences; and from friendships forged.

GREEN PSYCHOLOGY

Ralph was a pioneer in the field of ecopsychology. He had an early understanding of the environmental crisis and re-envisioned psychology as inclusive of an ecological context and an integral part of human life. Craig Chalquist pointed out that Ralph preferred the term green psychology to ecopsychology because he did not want the sprouting field to devolve into just another academic department or subdiscipline within psychology (which is what happened). “What he offered was new visions of who we are and how to be here with each other,” noted Chalquist.

Ralph was a fearless advocate of the radical shift in consciousness that is needed to turn around the human relationship to the environment. In the words of Sam Mickey, “Ralph’s writings and teaching lay out guidelines for transitioning to an ecological worldview, including ecological reorientations of science, philosophy, politics, economics, and religion, drawing on diverse sources of knowing, such as alchemy, yoga, mysticism, shamanism, and psychoactive plant medicines.”10

During his lifetime of nearly eighty-three years, the limitations and self-concepts held by society have evolved, transformed, and expanded. We live in a more aware, nuanced culture with a heightened sense of responsibility and connectedness. Ralph Metzner made his contribution to these new foundations of our unfolding world.

ARTISTIC EXPRESSION

In addition to being a researcher, professor, therapist, and author, it would come as no surprise that Ralph was also a poet and musician who inspired creativity in colleagues, associates, and friends. A section on artistic expression is included. We are happy to include some pieces of art that were created by the contributors for Ralph.

DEATH, CONSCIOUS DYING, AND THE AFTERLIFE

Conscious dying was important to Ralph. This hearkens back to the beginning of his career with the publication of his coauthored book The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which describes experiences to be expected at the time of death and the following forty-nine days. In addition, it is a manual for the living. Ralph held that the most important use of psychedelics and consequent experience of expanded states of awareness was to prepare for conscious dying.

Ralph’s dying process was indeed conscious. He was courageous, pragmatic, and without fear in the face of his impending death. He had a firm conviction about life after death and reincarnation. He had his personal, financial, and work affairs in order. He was complete. He died peacefully in his sleep.

Ralph proposed that a positive, less fearful attitude toward death is a necessary preparation for a transformed state of heightened aliveness. He encouraged us to confront our fear of death and to embrace the process of dying as liberating and bringing wisdom.11

Simcha Paull Raphael’s “Afterlife Journey of the Soul in Jewish Mysticism and Tradition” is a penetrating exploration of the stages of life after death in Judaism, with insights for the dying and bereaved. Ralph was Simcha’s dissertation chair on this topic, of deep interest to him.

FAMILY

Finally, there is a section with contributions from his family: his daughter Sophia Metzner, his stepson Elias Jacobson, and myself (Cathy), his wife.

◆◆◆

A few other notes about this book as a whole: Many of the contributions could be classified in several sections. For example, Susan Wright’s “Conversations with Ralph” is placed in the “Artistic Expression” section, but it could fit just as well in “Death, Conscious Dying, and the Afterlife.” We have tried to build a full and rich experience for readers within each section.

You will find some repetitious phrases throughout the book such as “So it is,” the title of Charles Grob’s essay. Such phrases were key to Ralph’s worldview. So it is refers to Ralph’s acknowledgment of the reality of a situation, allowing it simply to be what it is.

The variety of styles and tones throughout the book represent an intentional decision to enable each author’s authentic voice to shine through.

Simon notes, “Reading these thoughtful and heartwarming stories, I gained unexpected personal epiphanies.”

We hope that you, too, get as much pleasure as we did reading the tales of this remarkable man.
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Ralph Metzner

May 18, 1936–March 14, 2019

Ralph Metzner was a recognized pioneer of psychological, philosophical, and cross-cultural studies of consciousness. He was born on May 18, 1936, the second son of Wolfgang Metzner, owner of a successful publishing house in Berlin, Germany, and Jessie (known as “Jill”) Laurie, a Scotswoman from Stewarton, Ayrshire, in Scotland. His parents met in 1932 in Geneva, Switzerland, when Wolfgang was a student at the University there and Jill was employed by the League of Nations. After their marriage, they lived in Berlin and had three sons.

In 1944 they fled Berlin to Husum in Schleswig-Holstein, northern Germany, to escape wartime bombing and destruction and the advance of the Russian armies. There they saw the war out in considerable penury. At the end of the war in 1945, in view of the breakdown of education in Germany, they decided that Jill should return to Scotland temporarily with the boys while Wolfgang rebuilt his business in Frankfurt. The separation of Ralph’s parents eventually caused their marriage to break down.

In 1948, Wolfgang’s business and the education system in Germany were recovering, and they agreed that the younger boys, Ralph and Robin, should return to live and be educated in Germany, and the eldest, Ken, continue his education at Fettes College in Edinburgh, Scotland. Jill had meanwhile moved to Paris, France, where she was on the staff of UNESCO. So Ralph and his younger brother, Robin, went to school at Germany’s top boarding school, Salem. But in 1950 Ralph made clear his wish to return to Scotland. His parents agreed and his father was able to arrange with Salem for him to move to Gordonstoun School in Scotland as an exchange student (the two schools were associated).

Ralph was not happy at Gordonstoun, but he knew it was an excellent place to get an education, and he wanted to be there. He bore the burden of being despised as an enemy German, yet he won respect as a top scholar. In due course Ralph was admitted to Oxford University’s Queen’s College. There he obtained a first class honours degree1 in politics, philosophy, and economics. He subsequently attended Harvard University from 1958 to 1962 where he obtained his Ph.D. in clinical psychology and personality and a postdoctoral NIMH fellowship in pharmacology at the Medical School. Ralph’s adversity in his childhood and teens had a profound and lasting influence on his personality and thinking. His life-long interest both in the causes of war and how to end it gave rise to his book The Roots of War and Domination.2

While at Harvard in the late 1950s and early 1960s he collaborated with Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert in classic studies of psychedelics. He coauthored The Psychedelic Experience with Leary and Alpert in 1964 and became editor of The Psychedelic Review. His conversational memoir of the Harvard projects in the early 1960s, with Ram Dass and Gary Bravo, Birth of a Psychedelic Culture, was published in 2010 by Synergetic Press. In the 1970s he became a student, and then a teacher, of Actualism. Actualism refers to “the actual design of Man as a Cosmic Being.” The method it employs is called Agni Yoga. Agni means “fire” and yoga means “union,” so “union by fire.” The practitioner envisions a point of white light six inches above his or her head and directs it down to fill the body. The idea is that this purifies the individual with observable positive effects on well-being and general perceptivity, and the benefits continue to accrue with ongoing practice.3 These Light-Fire energy purification techniques are used to increase joy, solve problems, heal oneself and others, and enhance creative expression.

In 1962 he married Susan Homer, and they lived together in the Millbrook Community in upstate New York. They divorced in 1964.

In 1966 he had a son, Ari Krishna Metzner, from a brief relationship. Ralph was a single parent for much of Ari’s childhood. Ari died at age eight in a bicycle accident in 1974—a tragedy that shook Ralph to his core.

Ralph was a psychotherapist in private practice in the San Francisco Bay Area and professor emeritus at the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS) in San Francisco, where he taught psychology and consciousness studies for thirty-one years, and where he served as academic dean and academic vice-president. Throughout his long working life Ralph was an indefatigable traveler in many parts of the world and a fascinating scholar, teacher, researcher, and author.

In 1988 Ralph married Cathy Coleman, a colleague at CIIS. Ralph and Cathy had a daughter, Sophia Marija Metzner, in 1989, and together with Cathy’s son, Elias (Eli) Jacobson, they lived as a family in Sonoma, California.



■ Fig. 1. Green Earth Foundation board’s last meeting with Ralph, November 2018; from left: Joseph Friedman, Jack Silver, Ralph, Michael Ziegler, Kathleen Silver, Leigh Marz, Cathy Coleman (Photo by Sophia Metzner)

In 1989 Ralph and Cathy cofounded the Green Earth Foundation, an educational, research, and publishing organization.

In his sixties Ralph ignited his musical and poetic talents. He began taking jazz piano lessons as an adjunct to his earlier classical piano training. He composed words and music for numerous songs and recorded them on an album titled Bardo Blues and Other Songs of Liberation. He published some of his poetry in Diving for Treasures (2015), and recorded some of the poems with musical accompaniment with collaborators in an album titled Spirit Soundings. In 2018 he produced a narrative recording with musical accompaniment, Völuspa, with Byron Metcalf.

His life was rich in friendships and collegial relationships.

He died peacefully on March 14, 2019, at his home in Sonoma, California, at age eighty-two from the lung disease idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF). His older brother, Ken Metzner, died in California in 2020. He is survived by his younger brother, Robin Metzner, and by his half-brothers, Guenther Metzner and Otto Metzner, and his half-sister, Anna Metzner, all in Germany; and by their respective families, including eleven nieces and nephews.



Remembering Ralph Metzner: Scholar, Teacher, Shaman

David Presti

This essay is adapted from and reprinted with permission of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology.4

Ralph Metzner was a visionary alchemical explorer, rigorous academic scholar, and uniquely gifted shamanic teacher. His contributions to transpersonal psychology, consciousness research, and contemporary psychedelic studies are myriad. Throughout his life he engaged in a deep study of mind, and he distilled his findings into words and practices he communicated to others through his many writings, teachings, and counsel. The study of consciousness, now an acceptable topic of investigation in mainstream science, will surely benefit as ideas he explored continue to penetrate into academic discourse. And the growing contemporary field of psychedelic science—currently undergoing a blossoming of clinical and neurobiological investigation—has been and will continue to be profoundly influenced by Ralph’s contributions over the last more than half-century.



■ Fig. 2. David Presti, his wife Kristi Panik, and Ralph in March 2018
(Photo courtesy of David Presti)

Following graduation from Oxford in 1958, Ralph came to the United States to attend graduate school in psychology at Harvard University. After a couple years studying behaviorist learning theory and psychoanalysis, dominant forces in academic psychology at that time, he encountered the research project of Harvard faculty members Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert, who were conducting an innovative investigation into the psychological effects of psilocybin. Psilocybin had recently been identified—by Albert Hofmann5 of the Swiss pharmaceutical company Sandoz—as the primary psychoactive chemical in psychedelic (genus Psilocybe) mushrooms. Ralph had his first psychedelic-drug experience in March 1961, about which he would later write, with deep sincerity, in the preface to his Maps of Consciousness (1971, 2023): “I shall always be grateful to Harvard for providing me with that extremely educational experience.”

Ralph joined the psilocybin research project, although he and other graduate students were informed the following year by senior faculty in the psychology department that they could not use psilocybin-related research in their doctoral dissertations. In part this related to deep opposition to a paradigm that drew upon the study of subjective experience rather than measurement of behavioral action. American psychology at the time was only beginning its emergence from decades of domination by behaviorism. And perhaps even more egregious was the fact that the researchers in the psilocybin project were generating ideas and protocols via taking the drug themselves. This was considered by some to be an unacceptable manner of conducting scientific investigation.

While continuing to participate in psychedelic research, Ralph also engaged in another project in reward-delay learning and used that work to complete a doctorate in clinical psychology. He followed with an NIMH postdoctoral fellowship in pharmacology at Harvard’s medical school. Shortly thereafter, his mentors were famously dismissed from Harvard—a testament to the power of psychedelics to shake up the psyche and potentially lead to problematic consequences when this power is not effectively contained and channeled.

Ralph, together with Leary and Alpert, moved to a communal living setting in Millbrook, New York, where they continued their exploration of the impact of psychedelics on consciousness. By this time psilocybin had become difficult to obtain from Sandoz and their primary focus of exploration had switched to LSD. From these investigations came Ralph’s first book, a collaborative project together with Leary and Alpert (and inspired by Aldous Huxley), based on a translation of Tibetan texts known in English as the Tibetan Book of the Dead. In Tibetan spiritual traditions, these texts have been interpreted as a guide to negotiating the intermediate state (bardo) between one life and the next. In The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on The Tibetan Book of the Dead (1964), the bardo prayers were reformulated by Ralph, Leary, and Alpert as guides to harnessing states of consciousness experienced during a psychedelic trip for psychospiritual growth. It was and is a beautiful notion, poetically executed.

Their communal research program at Millbrook eventually dissolved. Leary went on to become a provocative activist for social change, proponent of personal exploration with psychedelics, and highly visible lightning rod for targeting by establishment powers. Alpert journeyed to India, connected strongly with Hindu spirituality, and returned to America as Ram Dass. He authored a widely read book—Be Here Now—and through his lectures and writings contributed to introducing ideas from Asian spiritual traditions into American culture.

Ralph moved to California where he assumed a position as a staff clinical psychologist at Mendocino State Hospital in Ukiah, California—an institution for the “criminally insane” and other chronically mentally ill, housing nearly two thousand patients at the time. Subsequently, he worked as a staff clinical psychologist at Kaiser Permanente, Stanford University, and Fairview State Hospital in Southern California.

All along, Ralph continued his scholarly activities, editing a periodic publication called The Psychedelic Review (1963–71) and a book, The Ecstatic Adventure (1968), addressing the psychological and societal impact of psychedelics. While Ralph’s initial connection with transpersonal psychology was catalyzed by years of intense exploration with psychedelics, he quickly expanded into other territory. His quest throughout was to draw upon the rich bodies of knowledge and wisdom emergent from European and Asian spiritual and mystical traditions and bring this to bear to both expand a modern science of human perception and develop and disseminate practices conducive to psychospiritual growth and healing.

In 1971 he published Maps of Consciousness, a magnum opus of scholarly and personal-practice investigation into a variety of esoteric divinatory and psychospiritual traditions—including the I Ching, alchemy, tarot, and astrology—speaking to the deepening of one’s capacity to explore the boundaries of the mind. For Ralph, it was always about how to apply the knowledge and practices learned from these traditions to reduce suffering at the individual, societal, and planetary levels. His interest in extending the results of personal transformation to planetary health is articulated in his 1999 book, Green Psychology: Transforming Our Relationship to the Earth and is the stated mission of the Green Earth Foundation, a nonprofit organization created by him and his wife Cathy.

In the early 1970s Ralph studied Actualism, an esoteric yogic teaching of working with inner light, from Russell Schofield at the School of Actualism in Southern California. Ralph was among the pioneering teaching staff of Actualism. He was an active member of the Actualism community for nearly a decade, and this served as a foundational aspect of his work and his own practice throughout his life.

In 1975 Ralph took a job as professor at a small graduate school in San Francisco known at the time as the California Institute of Asian Studies. In 1980 the school’s name changed to the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS) and the institution grew in size and stature. Today CIIS is at the forefront of psychology graduate training programs encouraging and supporting investigation of frontier areas of humanistic and transpersonal psychology and consciousness research.

Ralph served as professor on the CIIS faculty for three decades. He took on positions as academic dean and academic vice-president, during which time he contributed to the expansion of the school and its programs. I had the good fortune to meet Ralph in the early 1990s, and thereafter paid a number of visits to his classes at CIIS, offering instruction and facilitating discussion related to neuroscience and psychopharmacology.

Ralph researched, taught, and wrote continuously—in academic settings and in widely delivered lectures, seminars, and workshops. His teachings were profoundly influential to a large number of psychotherapeutic practitioners, and the web of his students was vast. And to his last days, he maintained a small psychotherapy practice.

Ralph’s work with psychedelics that began when he was a graduate student at Harvard continued throughout his life. He worked with and wrote about the powerful psychotherapeutic utility of MDMA (3,4-methylenedioxy-N-methylamphetamine) in the 1980s, well before it became an illegal Schedule I controlled substance in 1985. In the early 1980s, he proposed the term empathogenic to describe the distinctive “heart-opening” quality so often associated with MDMA and distinguishing its effects from those of other psychedelics. Only now, after decades of perseverance, is the psychotherapeutic use of MDMA again becoming accepted in academic clinical science.

For three decades, prior to it becoming an illegal Schedule I substance in 2011, Ralph researched the psychotherapeutic utility of 5-MeO-DMT, a psychedelic substance present in a number of Amazonian plants and also in secretions from the Sonoran Desert toad (Bufo alvarius). He summarized a number of his methods and observations related to working with this substance in his book The Toad and the Jaguar (2013).

Ralph was a gifted and prolific writer. During his lifetime, he wrote twenty-four books and more than a hundred published essays, journal articles, and book chapters. His last published book—Searching for the Philosophers’ Stone: Encounters with Mystics, Scientists, and Healers (2018)—describes his relationships with and gratitude for important teachers in his life, and appeared in print only weeks before he died.

In the days immediately prior to his death, Ralph posted small notes near his bed in which he had written: “intention ➞ attention ➞ awareness”—reminders to remain alert and aware along his dying trajectory—and a testament to the shamanic advice he frequently offered in working with visionary states: stay connected with your intention, your ancestors (those who have gone before, those who have mapped the terrain), your ground, and your light. Good medicine, indeed.

Ralph leaves an extensive legacy of written scholarship and teaching, and a widely distributed circle of students and friends, deeply grateful for what he gave to the global community of transpersonal psychology. Thank you, Ralph!


Gate gate pāragate pārasam.gate bodhi svāhā

Gone, gone, gone all the way over,

everyone gone to the other shore,

enlightenment, svāhā!6






The Unusual Second Son

Robin Metzner

Robin Metzner is Ralph’s younger brother, born not quite two years after Ralph, in January 1938. Robin studied jurisprudence at Geneva University and at Jesus College, Oxford. He and Ralph were both at Oxford during the 1957–58 academic year. Robin then practiced law as a barrister and judge.

Ralph’s wife, Cathy, asked me to write about Ralph’s early family life before his move to the United States and about the influence of his father, Wolfgang, on his later development there.

Ralph’s paternal ancestors were working-class Prussians living in Berlin. In 1936 Ralph’s father was working in Berlin in a junior capacity in the family publishing business. Ralph was the second of three sons from Wolfgang’s marriage to Jill Laurie, a Scotswoman.

The Nazis were in power. The German government had become a dictatorship. Wolfgang had been a social democrat and therefore anti-Nazi from the outset. He and Jill were both committed pacifists, tolerant and decent, energetic and hardworking.

From his days in Geneva, Wolfgang had come to believe in the principles of the League of Nations: notably international cooperation and disarmament. He became a lifelong Francophile and Anglophile and learned the languages. Since the election of Hitler in 1933 he had realized that he and Jill had to abandon politics and to keep their views to themselves if they did not want to prejudice the family’s livelihood, liberty, or lives. He was severely conflicted. He had come under suspicion of disloyalty to the Nazi ideals. The Nazis were popular then. I should add that Wolfgang was a highly intelligent, cultured, and scholarly type. In middle age it became apparent that he was also an astute and energetic businessman.

By luck or design during the war years he was not at any time involved in any military or violent action or secret service work or with criminals, detainees, deportations, or interrogations. By the end of the war, the business premises had been bombed out of existence. The family was impoverished. Ralph was nine years old at that time and experienced wartime bombing. Luckily the family home was not hit. With Russian armies approaching, Jill and we boys fled Berlin to a village near Denmark.

Soon after the war in May 1945 Jill obtained employment and was granted the use of a house from the British Military Occupation Forces. Wolfgang was not often there. He was striving to rebuild the business amid the ruins of Germany. In 1948, aged 39, he obtained the necessary license to reestablish the business in Frankfurt. It soon prospered again. In time, it became his life and soul until he died at age eighty-two in 1992, one of the grand old men of postwar German publishing.

Because of the breakdown of the economy and lack of schooling in Germany after the war, it was agreed that Jill should return with us boys to Britain temporarily. We left in December 1946 and did not see Wolfgang again for two years. He was not then allowed to leave Germany. We first stayed with Jill’s sister in a roughhouse village in Scotland. Later, Ralph moved to a boarding school near London. Jill was the only breadwinner. In 1948 she obtained work with UNESCO in Paris and, as a result, Ralph returned to Germany to attend a boarding school there.

The family got together most holidays. At about that time I first realized that Ralph was different—he had interests way beyond his contemporaries, like reading serious stuff. In 1950, age fourteen, at his wish, he returned to Britain and attended a well-known boarding school in Northern Scotland called Gordonstoun. He would meet his parents and brothers only during holidays. In those halcyon days (1950s) that meant skiing or mountaineering in the Alps, or trips in Germany or France (where our mother, Jill, lived). One thing caused Ralph’s parents concern. He was reported by his teachers not to be much interested in science or useful subjects for any future career. During one holiday in Paris, I was in awe to find Ralph reading the Bible from end to end, taking me to cheap afternoon sessions in the Comedie Francaise, playing the flaneur (idler) on the Boul’Mich, and enjoying live early soul and country music sessions in a bar in St. Germain.
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