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        Stephen Larsen
      

      IN 1992 a mysterious visitor arrived at our little personal growth center in the Shawangunk Mountains of New York State. He was an Andean shaman, a Quechua-speaking Yachag. He told us in his fluent Spanish that he was an appointed spokesman from the traditional peoples of the Andean high plateaus, and he delivered a message that gave us goosebumps!

      Exactly five hundred years had passed since the coming of the European conquerors to the New World, and an Incan prophecy was asking for fulfillment. The white men’s arrival had been prophecied before they ever set foot on this continent. The white brother, forgetful of many things, would enact awful cruelties on the native peoples during the first five hundred years. There would be disrespect of the most fundamental rules of the proper human relationship to the earth, and the resulting catastrophes would affect Pachamama, the Great Earth Mother.

      But after five hundred years, a great turnabout would occur. The white brother would awaken, like a sleepwalker, from his violent trance. There would be an amazing healing that would affect the entire world, helping with the purging catastrophes that were coming. The spirit of the Condor (South America) was asking to dance with the Eagle (North America). From their flight would emerge great joy and brotherhood between the peoples of North and South America and a new understanding between the children of the white brother and of the traditional peoples. A new relationship between the earth and all of humanity would ensue.

      Not long after the Andean shaman had appeared, a flow of visitors from South America began to come to our center and into our lives. I began to realize our own inevitable participation in a great story, the prophecy of which the shaman spoke. He was the messenger for a living process already underway. We began to find Spanish and Portuguese mingling in our conversations. When two mother-saints from Bahia, Brazil, came and divined the living, loving presence of Oshun—the orisha*1 who rules beauty, love, and abundance—in our waterfall and enacted a ceremony of thanksgiving, gifting her with fruits and flowers, we knew that the dance of the eagle and the condor had begun.

      In 1995 I was asked by the International Transpersonal Association (ITA) to help design a journey that would follow a conference to be held in the Amazon the next year, for participants interested in shamanic practices. I wanted to find an experience that was both authentic and relatively safe for the group we had in mind: about forty physicians, psychologists, social workers, and corporate executives. After considerable research and a helpful connection with Guilherme Barcellos, a Brazilian participant in one of our shamanism workshops, a possibility opened to bring our group to the legendary community of Mapiá in the heart of the Amazon. I read an article in The Shaman’s Drum about one of the leaders of the village, Alex Polari de Alverga, a former political activist who had spent years in jail under the military junta in Brazil. Purged by torture, brutality, and deprivation, Polari found a new spiritual path after his release, the Santo Daime, an Amazonian religion born out of jungle entheogens, mediumship, and healing. Its unique and potent combination of Christianity and indigenous practices offered a way of spiritual opening that appealed to Polari’s questing soul.

      It is a classic story: a battered and disillusioned young man embarks on a spiritual search. He encounters a forest saint with luminous eyes and a great white beard, who opens his spiritual eyes and heals his soul. He passes through many trials and tribulations, not the least of which is the illness and death of his teacher. Ultimately, he becomes the Padrinho with the long white beard himself—the wise forest guide for a new generation of seekers. This story is, in fact, the substance of this book. The meeting of Alex Polari with Padrinho Sebastião Mota de Melo, one of the two founders of the tradition called Santo Daime, is a spiritual encounter comparable to the search of the Tibetan saint Milarepa for his teacher Marpa, the translator.

      It is a story close to the bone of our contemporary soul-quest; the modern search for initiation: Castaneda to Don Juan, Kyriakos Markides to Daskalos. An educated seeker from the modern world humbles himself before an illiterate man of the working class who nonetheless opens him to a spiritual knowledge deeper than anything in his university education. It is in the details of such a dialogue that we all may be brought further on our own journey, our own quest for rediscovery of an ancient wisdom to help with the trials of modern living. This book is rich in such dialogue. If Polari’s considerable scholarship and political savvy did not provide the answers he needed when he first encountered the Padrinho, they seem to have helped him frame important questions. He was able to recognize the eloquent simplicity of the answers he received and to write them down for posterity. The experiences, setbacks, and lessons of his initiation can instruct our own journey.

      I finally met Alex Polari in 1996 at the scheduled ITA conference in the Amazonian rubber trade town of Manaus. There he was, a bearded man with luminous eyes and a quietness about him. Polari had prepared a scholarly paper on the psychological, cultural, and spiritual dimensions of the Daime’s use as an entheogen. He seemed quite at home in the intellectual ambiance of the conference. He had brought a group of Daime singers and musicians with him to Manaus, so we were able to bring attendees of the conference to some Daime works*2 that he led nearby. After our papers had been presented and the conference closed, Alex traveled with our group the thousand miles or so by plane, then smaller plane, then motorboat, then a dugout canoe fitted to ply the igarapé, the tortuous winding streams that course through the untouched rain forest. It was a journey of almost mythic proportions for most of us, as we penetrated farther and farther into the great natural wonder that is the Amazonian rain forest.

      Our group had a twofold interest. One was the astonishing existence of a real-life utopia in the jungle. The community of about six hundred, which constitutes the village of Mapiá, was said to live in harmony with nature, using the forest sustainably (they called it their “extractionist” philosophy), and to have an effective community health program relying largely on naturally occurring plant remedies and homeopathy. We also knew that the center of their communal life is a developed tradition involving the sacred use of entheogens.

      Santo Daime is an essentially Christian religion but is also profoundly ecumenical and syncretic, incorporating Native (South) American, African, and Espiritismo*3 elements. Mestre (master) Raimundo Serra Irineu, the original founder of the religion and the teacher of Sebastião Mota, was of African extraction. This majestic, seven-foot-tall black man learned the power of the drink known as ayahuasca, made from the leaves Psychotria viridis and the vines Banisteriopsis caapi from the indigenous people of the forest. It was he who adapted that ancient technology of the sacred to the specifically Christian inflection it receives in Daime. Mestre Irineu generated the first Hinario, the book of sacred channeled hymns that are sung in Daime services, and laid down many of the ethical guidelines that are observed in Daime practice.

      What would an entire community organized on such spiritual and ritual bases be like? In our alienated, mechanized societies, the possibilities cry out to every sensitive heart. It would be the realization of peaceful community life in harmony with the natural and even the spiritual ecology—the devas of the plant world and the near-regions of what Theospophy calls the Astral, the World of Spirits.

      I had become excited by the existence of such psychologically sophisticated visionary utopias through reading Kilton Stewart’s legendary article on the Malaysian Senoi, “Dream Theory in Malaya.”1 It described a peaceful people living in harmony and social cooperation through the daily interpretation of dreams and using dream lore for inspiration for their songs and community rituals. Is it possible? A community in which dreams weave minds and hearts together in harmonious ways? Aldous Huxley had touched on this mythos in his visionary book Island, in which altered states are integrated into personal and communal life. Now we would enter a real-life experiment based on principles that many of us held dear; but we wondered about their practical efficacy.

      I know I was in a mythic landscape when the hummingbird appeared. I had read that the beija-flor, the “one who kisses flowers,” was an important spiritual messenger who greeted people on their arrival in the jungle. We had been on the igarapé for many hours now. Fallen branches and sometimes the great boles of the jungle hardwoods lying across the river made the going treacherous. At times we were in the rapid swirling water as often as in the canoe. Sometimes we slithered over the slimy boughs, sometimes under. Now, in a calmer section, I was riding along, hypnotized by the greenish filtered light that penetrated the forest canopy. Then suddenly the hummingbird made its exquisitely brief, magical appearance. My amazement was so great, my heart seemed to be fluttering at the same blurry speed as its wings. The creature was larger than any hummingbird I had ever seen and multicolored, hovering in that vibratory nimbus made of woven energy. In some wordless place where shamanic lore works its magic, I knew I had been greeted. I had met the messenger of the forest! We were in the energy field of Mapiá. The canoes arrived at the village a half-hour later.

      Joseph Campbell always said that if you want to read what is important in a culture or a community, look for the largest building.2 In Mapiá there could be no doubt: there it was, a virtual cathedral, made of teak, ebony, and mahogany, shaped in the form of a six-pointed star. It sits back from the river, toward the crest of a gently sloping hill above a small brook, which flows down through the village. One climbs many stairs to reach it, and as I climbed these stairs that stretched up the Amazonian hillside, I remembered a dozen cathedrals and shrines all over the world where one must climb for blessings, in some cases on hands and knees, kissing every step and praying. I found myself doing that silently in my mind as I mounted the long ascent.

      To enter the church, one passes by a smaller building that glows with lit candles—even in the daytime. It is the shrine where the remains of Padrinho Sebastião, Alex’s great teacher, have been placed in honor. The main way into the church passes this shrine. Large enough to house the entire community, the church is where the great Daime works of Mapiá are celebrated, and people come from miles around, through the forest and on the igarapés. In the center of the church is a star-shaped hardwood altar. Rising from the altar into central high peak of the building is a beautiful carving: the Tree of Life, with a vine wrapped around it. Listen, says the Daime: Christ has returned to Earth in the form of this vine, I am the Vine, ye are the branches. In a sacred marriage of two plants, the jagube, the vine, is combined with the chacruna, the leaf, to make the sacred tea of the Daime ceremonies.

      We jaded postmodern types tend to look with a jaundiced eye on any would-be utopia, and we had dwelt among poverty, filth, and degradation in adjacent Brazilian communities. But in Mapiá we found homes and public spaces such as the canteen almost excruciatingly clean. Knowing what it must have taken to get them that way, without modern cleaning agents or tools, we were amazed.

      There is a neat, efficient looking little medical clinic, where we saw a boy with advanced leprosy who had come in from a jungle community some distance away. The twelve physicians on our expedition were impressed with what they saw: a mixture of contemporary “allopathic” medicine used as needed—they happily received the satchels of antibiotics, antiseptics, bandages, and supplies from us—alongside the herbal-homeopathic modes of healing. I met with one of the jungle pharmacists, a woman who makes potent preparations from indigenous wild plants. In an amazing conversation hampered by my limited Portuguese, I learned how elemental spirits of the rain forest appeared to her, sometimes even before the physical plant was discovered, and helped her understand the pharmaceutical uses of their plant. “Yes, but do they really work?” I heard myself asking, half hating myself for the skeptic’s question. “Yes,” she said simply, “they work.” Here in the jungle, I realized, there is not much room for placebos or double-blind studies—or for remedies that don’t work! Life seems precarious and precious. Healers need to heal well, shamans to be able to cast out demons of the same vigor as all the vital, tenacious tropical species!

      Near the center of the village is a school that seems fit for hobbit children, with fairy landscapes and mushroom houses painted on the building. Little bright-eyed students come and go happily. Although resources are limited, there is an attempt to present a modern education, a glimpse of what lies beyond the seemingly endless forest. These children will have to learn to live simultaneously in the world of the forest and the vast global village, our world with its intricacies and deceptions. Literacy and even erudition are highly prized in Mapiá, though caboclos (the illiterate natives of the forest) are not scorned.

      It was in Mapiá that Padrinho Sebastião’s visionary journey came to fruition. Mapiá is the true proving-ground, the place on earth where the spiritual principles that (the tradition believes) will inform the next millennium are to be tested and validated. Padrinho Sebastião said, “All your ideas and insight matter little unless you put them into practice every day in community—and with your brothers and sisters.”

      One of my personal goals in visiting Mapiá was to experience a community based on a mythos close to my heart: the idea of the “New Jerusalem,” a community actually modeling itself on the archetype of the holy city. The religion my family converted to when I was about eight years old was called The Church of the New Jerusalem, sometimes referred to as “Swedenborgian.” This movement was more well known in nineteenth-century America when its principles informed much of the New England Transcendentalism and Utopian Movement in nineteenth-century America.3 Though in the whole community, only Alex Polari had read the works of Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), the great Swedish scientist and visionary, I was amazed to find resonances of a philosophical and spiritual sort on every side.4

      Swedenborg postulated a world of spirits adjacent to and in intimate contact with this one. We may be consciously or unconsciously in the presence of spirits all the time; and they may influence us for good or evil, depending on their natures. This belief also seems to permeate the Daime tradition. Careful ritual protections accompany the Daime works and ceremonies, so that contact with the “good” spirits is maximized, and interference from the “bad” spirits is warded away. “No evil may enter this sanctuary” is usually said at the beginning and throughout the Daime services. However, the protection is in essence more religious than magical (although in the Amazon magic never seems far).*4 In the context of the Daime ceremony, the prayers to Christ and the Virgin, the blessing of the space, the uniforms, the men and women separated but dancing in harmony and sending love, all help protect the psyche in its open, vulnerable state produced by the entheogen.

      Swedenborg saw authentic human spiritual life as combining two fundamental principles, which he referred to as Love and Truth. In the Daime conception, all beings owe their lives to “Pai Eterno,” the Divine source (mediated and guided by a feminine aspect, the Virgem Maria, or the Rainha [queen].*5 In both traditions there is an idea of sin, not so much as invitation of divine wrath as an erroneous understanding. Enterprises that fail to inquire into divine intentions are doomed to failure—not through divine displeasure but through estrangement from the flowing source of all life, and failure to acknowledge the interconnectedness of all things. (The official name of the Daime church is The Church of the Universal Flowing Light.) Swedenborg called this same principle influx, and maintained that the Divine flows into all things as into a vessel, that humankind is merely the recipient of an overflowing of the Divine. The real goal of spiritual practice, therefore, is to prepare a place—to use truth and love to cleanse and chasten oneself to receive more adequately the Divine. As Padrinho Sebastião said, Examine a conscientia, examine direitino, meaning examine your consciousness well, and assess your worthiness to receive the Bridegroom. If you don’t do it voluntarily, the passagem, and the apuraçao (the passages and the cleansing of your own energies) will come upon you like punishments. (In the Daime ceremonies these cleansing responses are never far away, and one hears one’s brothers and sisters purging explosively or weeping softly all around.)

      If creation, as Sri Ramakrishna would say, is a ceaseless streaming forth of the Divine into all things for both systems, then “all things must be God things.” Swedenborg saw nature as a book that instructed us in spiritual things by analogy, what he called correspondences (everything in nature corresponds to something in spirit). Padrinho Sebastião regarded nature, and la floresta, the forest, as an inexhaustible book of lessons for humanity. That is why the Christ came again in the form of a vine, so that humanity might “humble itself before a plant,” and receive high spiritual instruction through bowing at the shrine of nature.†8

      Probably the single most important agreement of the two systems is the notion that all the good intentions and profound meditations—even the transformative events of the miraçao, Divine revelations that come very personally in the Daime work, often after the passagem, are useless unless brought into daily practice. Swedenborg called them uses: the effects, small or great, that we exert on others and on all of creation by extension. As the Padrinho emphasizes in the text that follows, “Everything I have said is useless, unless you can realize it in community practice—in actions embodying these principles toward your brothers and sisters.” Swedenborg placed in importance loving one’s neighbor after loving the Lord. Practical and charitable expressions of one’s affections allow love, an inexhaustible source of renewal of Divine origin, to flow through one’s life into the community. And lastly Daime and the Swedenborgian path complement each other in providing a daily and intimate spirituality and a praxis, a way of working on oneself, to the Christian tradition.*6

      Mapiá inhabitants, and the Daime community generally, seem to walk their spiritual talk. One sophisticated pilgrim to world spiritual communities gave high praise to the levels of daily work and discipline, community contribution, and charity that he saw in Mapiá. He said only in the most disciplined Zen and Theravada temples had he seen a comparable work ethic and impeccable community spirit. When disaster or flood strikes neighboring communities, refugees stream into Mapiá because they associate the place with cleanliness, compassion, and charity.

      When one attends Daime works in other Brazilian locations and in American and European cities, warmth overflows. The strictest fardadoes, (also called “star-people”) who maintain order and group cohesion during the ceremonies, seem friendly after the works are concluded. There is a feeling of commonality, of having worked together on an eternal project and having done a good job.

      My wife, Robin, and I later attended an unforgettable Daime Works in Rio de Janeiro at Ceú do Mar (Sky of the Sea), a church plastered to the side of a granite monolith that looks down over the city, surrounded by riotous subtropical vegetation.*7 As is usual in Daime churches, the men’s and the women’s groups were on opposite sides of the church. This was the largest men’s group we had witnessed, but the men were also the toughest-looking bunch I have ever seen anywhere. Knife scars and other wounds, all the grim imprints of urban Brazilian existence, marked their faces; they looked laughably incongruous, like pirates wearing white shirts and ties; and with silver stars on their breasts. But when the works began and they started to sing, an extraordinary transfiguration occurred. Robin and I each independently felt the same thing: the Daime had saved these men from the streets and from themselves. They were radiant with life and love.

      They sang like rough-hewn angels with their deep voices and even threatened to drown out the women, who often dominate the singing. The authenticity of the transformation was unmistakable to our heightened senses and with the Spirit of Truth in the room. Addiction, violence, perverse passions had all been touched by the Universal Flowing Light. These men were not only in recovery, they were in ecstasy. (Having begun my career as a mental health professional many years ago in tough urban settings such as New York City, I know a miracle when I see one.) These people’s lives were touched by the Spirit! There was an enormous outpouring of love and fellowship at the end of the session, as the men hugged each other and said farewell until next time.

      Mestre Irineu and Padrinho Sebastião, illiterate men from the lowest socioeconomic classes, seem to have discovered and established a religion that offers much of value to its participants. A humble religion of the caboclos, the native men of the forest, the Daime works well on even harder cases—university intellectuals, professionals, and politicians. When CONFEN, the official Brazilian regulatory agency, came to Mapiá to investigate the Daime as a drug (see chapter 12) they experienced the Daime and most important, according to reports, left as brothers who had shared a sacrament and an ineffable experience together. Thus the church demonstrated its legitimacy, and its sacrament, the Daime, is legal in Brazil.

      Our group left Mapiá not so much converts as witnesses to an extraordinary human experiment performed with integrity and compassion. Many held a little special something—insight or experience—close to their hearts. And none can forget the beautiful simplicity of the hymns, rising above the forest and momentarily hushing the chatter of monkeys and the cries of the birds. This remarkable human community sings and dances its heart out for the love of God and Goddess deep in the deepest forest of the world. Theirs is a song of universal brotherhood and compassion, respect for nature, and good will toward all creatures. When Earth reaches up so joyfully, we can feel Heaven touching Earth.

      Not a convert, at least as yet, I feel I have a fairly objective eye to Santo Daime’s struggles and limitations. As in any human community, there are conflicts and ego trips. The problems they face are not dissimilar to the rest of the world’s travails—economic, social, personal. Yet, as Padrinho says in the pages that follow, humanity needs religion to form communities. We are not yet able to create paradise out of our own wits and resources. But if we can live with an awareness of the presence of the Divine in our lives, a blessedness starts to attend our doings and flows through the community, touching with the light of compassion the very atmosphere we live in.

      Ultimately, Alex Polari grew to be that which he respected, a great Padrinho, with his own Hinario to be sung on special occasions. For me, listening to his Hinario is an uplifting experience, as if I were ascending a spiral Jacob’s ladder into the Bright World. He continues to live in Mapiá, surrounded by a living family: his wife Sonia, whom he first met in prison so long ago as a ministering angel and who has come to receive her own beautiful hymns, and their grown children Joanna, Thiago, and Paula, all accomplished musicians and singers. They are individuals, yet they live gracefully in community. When we find ourselves among them, there is always a genial, pleasant warmth. Song and laughter are frequent.

      The Religion of Ayahuasca is more than a saga, it is an epic journey of becoming, right at the genesis of an important religious tradition that may yet, especially if its own prophecies are true, play a part in the age that is to come. The eagle and the condor are in dancing flight, north learns from south, south from north. All are once again learning to honor the sacred earth and the spirits that guide human destiny. May we gradually learn how to undo five-hundred years of hard lessons with a renewed appreciation of ancient wisdom and the sacrament of love for our brothers and sisters of whatever people, continent, or culture!
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        Jonathan Goldman
      

      THE FIRST TIME I drank Daime was on January 5, 1988, in a ritual led by Alex Polari de Alverga on a mountaintop in the countryside of Brazil. When I walked through the door of Alex’s church, I embarked upon an adventure that has taken me into places—literally and figuratively—that I never even dreamed existed. Since that time I have entered onto a spiritual path, the Santo (Holy) Daime, that has brought me personal healing and evolution, positively transformed my relationships and professional life, and given me an opportunity to serve others in a real and deeply satisfying way. So I write this introduction with a sense of honor and excitement that comes with knowing that you who read this book will soon encounter truthful information about an extraordinary man, Sebastião Mota de Melo, and an extraordinary path to God.

      This book is the first in the English language written about the Daime by someone who knows his subject matter intimately. I have read many articles on the Internet and in several books by people who, in typical American style, drink Daime a few times and decide they understand enough to tell others about it. I often cringe at the descriptions and explanations offered by these writers, and find myself praying that no one else reads them. My prayer is the opposite for the book you hold in your hands. It is time for the Daime to step out of the shadows, and we are most blessed to have Alex Polari to reveal the light for us.

      Because I first met Alex in the context of spiritual ritual, I knew his higher self before I knew him as the brother and friend he is to me today. I have been deeply impressed by both of these aspects of Alex. He is a man of extraordinary courage, wisdom, and compassion, who works harder than anybody I have ever met, traveling many months of the year to lead rituals all over the world as part of his duties as one of the leaders of the Daime Path. These rituals are powerful beyond my ability to describe them, but Alex projects a sense of calmness, strength, dignity, and an exquisite focus that allows those attending the rituals to enter into new depths of their own being.

      When I was last in Céu do Mapiá, the center of the Daime religion located a two-day’s canoe ride up a river in the Brazilian Amazon, I stayed with Alex and his wife, Sonia, and their four children in a three bedroom house. I slept in Alex’s library and the range of books I saw on the shelves, and the knowledge that Alex had not only read them all, but studied most of them, added to my already enormous respect for him. I saw books in English, Portuguese, and Spanish. I saw books written by and about Hindu saints, Buddhist lamas, and Christian mystics. Political histories sat next to medical texts that sat next to the verse of poets throughout the ages that sat next to explorations of spiritual, political, and economic systems from a wide variety of viewpoints. Alex has the ability to expound on any number of subjects in a manner that teaches ways of thinking that I never considered. His intellect is extraordinary.

      But Alex is also an activist. He is presently involved in a project to bring nutritious food to the region of the Amazon in which he lives, one of the poorest regions in the world and one beset by disease—much of which could be prevented by better nutrition and sanitation. He is a living example of the teachings of his guide and teacher, Sebastião Mota de Melo, about whom much of this book concerns. He puts theory into practice, and then he writes about it beautifully.

      The Holy Daime is a syncretic religion whose origins and center are in the Amazon rain forest of Brazil. Its historical antecedents date back at least to the Inca Indians, who are known to have employed a sacredly prepared admixture of jungle plants to aid them in their spiritual life. According to legend, when the Spanish conquerors came to South America looking for gold, the low level of their spiritual evolution led them to seek and take the golden metal in abundance in that region. What they failed to grasp was that the true gold, the golden realms of nonphysical reality that Inca initiates could enter into through their religious practices, was accessed by the drinking of a sacred tea. In the face of invasion many of the Incas abandoned their cities and found refuge in the depths of the jungle, taking with them the key to the golden realm, the tea that became known as ayahuasca, named after one of the priests who had led his people to safety.

      Whatever the historical facts of the matter, we know for certain that many Indian tribes all over the Amazon basin, who are separated geographically by thousands of miles of jungle and who have had no physical means of communicating with each other, have extremely similar spiritual practices that center around the drinking of an almost identical sacred brew. Until the early part of this century these practices were exclusively the province of the Indian tribes.

      Late in the second decade of this century, a young Brazilian man by the name of Raimundo Irineu Serra was invited by a friend to journey into Peru to participate in the ceremonies of a local tribe. He joined in a number of ceremonies, in between which he worked as a border guard in the Amazon region of Brazil. During one such ritual he received a vision that was to lead him to the formation of the Santo Daime religion. He saw a woman in the Moon who identified herself as the Queen of the Forest. She told him to go into the jungle by himself for a week to fast, pray, and drink the sacred tea. When he did this he was informed, to his total surprise, that he had a spiritual mission: He was to establish a new spiritual path to be called the Santo (Holy) Daime. He came to understand that the woman with whom he was communicating was in fact an embodiment of the Divine Feminine in one of Her aspects, the Queen of the Forest. He came to directly meet her and re-remember his relationship with Her in another of Her aspects, the Virgin Mary, and learned that the Lady of Conception was offering herself as his patroness, guide, and protector. He also came to understand that she was instructing him to create a religion that would center around the direct experience of the divine forces contained both in the forest and in the astral plane. Access to these subtle realms would be facilitated by the drinking of the sacramental tea that, in its new context, was to be called Daime.

      One of the central mysteries of the Daime, and one that clearly shows Daime’s uniqueness, concerns the nonphysical beings to which the religion is dedicated. These beings, some familiar to westerners from a Judeo-Christian background, are not merely archetypes and symbols. It is the experience of most people who become initiates within the Daime Path, and of many who drink Daime but do not join the Path, that Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mother, and other beings not necessarily traditionally connected with Christianity, are palpable, seeable, heard, and, in some cases, touchable entities. It is not unusual for a person to directly experience teaching and healing within the miração, the living visions that the Daime often brings. The experience of those who participate in such direct communication is that they are not seeing visions, which implies a relationship to the experience similar to watching a movie. The experience of the miração is one of being taken within one’s own consciousness into the dimensions inhabited by these beings, or, conversely, experiencing them actually entering the room itself where the ceremony is being conducted. The descriptions of these experiences are not unlike the descriptions of spiritual revelations and life-transforming visions reported by people throughout history.

      It is most important to note that this experience of direct contact with spiritual beings, spiritual teachings, and the Divinity both within oneself and outside oneself is not in any way reserved for an elite. There are no human intermediaries in the Daime. It was one of Padrinho Sebastião’s main teachings that the purpose of religious practice is the direct experience of each participant with the Divine. A central mystery of the Daime is that of the nature of the sacrament itself. It is the experience of Daime practitioners that there is a vastly intelligent Divine Being embodied in the tea. It is simultaneously a Being and a gateway to other dimensions where other Beings reside. The physical tea is made in a ceremony in which an alchemical process takes place. There is a combining of elements in an intensely focused and sacredly held space that results in the incarnation, the embodying of a Divine Being into a liquid body. This is only strange to imagine until we consider that we incarnate by the same process. We, too, are divine beings in physical (chemical) bodies who are born for a purpose that we grow to discover. The being of the Daime incarnates to provide teaching, comfort, healing, and spiritual evolution to those who join it. This Being in tea form is a true, living sacrament. When we drink it we enter into the most intimate communion possible. We take it into the interior of our bodies. It enters our bloodstream. By joining physically, body to body, we allow the spiritual joining that facilitates such rapid, yet real, growth.

      The purpose of the ritual that takes place around the drinking of the sacrament is to create and hold a space for direct contact between the participant and the Divine. The role of the leaders of the ritual is never to interpret experience, but simply to be the human aspect of the center pole of the spiritual atmosphere. In this the Daime is true to the original teaching of Jesus, who never sought to establish an elite class of priests to intercede between people and the Divine. Rather he taught that direct experience of God was the birthright of all humans. The Daime Path is laid out for each of us who is drawn to it, to walk and evolve as we go, at an accelerated, but distinctly individual, pace. The rituals are extremely organized and disciplined. A great emphasis is put on leaving expression of the individual ego out of the ritual. This creates a climate of inner freedom that allows participants deep, individual communion.

      As Irineu Serra, who would become known throughout the Amazon region and eventually the world as Master Irineu, began to remember who he was, he came to understand that he had come into this life with a clear mission. Simply put, it was to “replant” the Doctrine of Jesus Christ on Earth. Doctrine is a very important word in the Holy Daime. It does not signify a set of rigid rules or an orthodox set of ideas. The Doctrine spoken of in many hymns of the Daime is a living matrix of consciousness. Jesus Christ implanted a conscious seed in this world by his life and death. This was his mission: to initiate the vast change in human consciousness that is now beginning to come to fruition. The Doctrine, which is the organizing principle of humanity’s awakening, is seen within the Daime to possess an active intelligence of it’s own. Legend has it that when Jesus died, the Doctrine saw the distortions being made to Jesus’ teachings, and It knew the necessary darkness ahead for humanity. It left the world at large, entering the deep forest. There It secreted Itself in the jagube vine and the rainha leaf. It waited with It’s guardians, the native peoples of the Amazon, for the day when humanity would be ready to reembrace It. When the time arrived It called Master Irineu, who had been part of the original mission of Jesus, to his new mission of replanting the Doctrine in greater humanity. Through the Holy Daime, It is calling to Itself, one by one, the many souls who are ready to rapidly awaken the seed that Jesus planted, the Christ Consciousness, in themselves. It calls us, not only for ourselves, but also to accept responsibility for helping to secure the Doctrine on Earth in these delicate times. The meaning of “these times” is captured in the symbols of the Holy Daime, the six-pointed star and the cross with two cross beams.

      The six-pointed star is an ancient symbol that predates the Jewish people. It symbolizes the joining of Heaven and Earth—male and female Divinity—and the creation of humanity as the result of this union. The symbol of the cross predates Christianity by millennium. It also symbolizes the male and female principles of heaven and earth meeting in the place of androgyny: the heart. The particular cross given to Master Irineu for use in the Daime symbolizes the mission of Jesus Christ. The lower crossbeam, which it shares with other Christian religions as well as with many ancient peoples, symbolizes the first part of the mission of Jesus, which was to plant the seed of compassion in humanity and to call us to direct, conscious connection with the Divine. The second crossbeam represents the Second Coming of Christ, which is the birth of that seed—the Christ—in the hearts of all humanity. It is in this context that the religion of the Holy Daime is best understood. It has been delivered to earth at this particular time to play It’s particular part, along with many other paths and sacred technologies, in this “Second Coming.”

      On another level, the uniting of these symbols within a single religion, and the subsequent act of singing and dancing around them, symbolically reunites Christians and Jews. We were originally one people and the separation of this group into two religions, and the subsequent horrors of the past two thousand years, are entirely the distorted creation of misguided siblings. It was an immensely liberating moment for me when I was shown this and was moved to declare peace within myself.

      Master Irineu proceeded to do as he was instructed and began conducting rituals, or “works,” in his hometown of Rio Branco. By 1930 a core of people had gathered around him and out of this group the Santo Daime religion was born. Many of these early followers were poor and uneducated. Some came for the healing of serious illness, a motivation that is still a main entrance point for people coming to the Daime. The rituals Master Irineu was guided to lead, which are still performed today, involved the singing of and dancing to a series of songs, or hymns, that had been delivered to him and to others of his followers from Divine sources. This re-created, halfway around the world and almost two thousand years later, a main form of worship practiced by the followers of Jesus at the time of the early Christian communities.

      It is a unique aspect of the Daime doctrine that all the teachings of the religion are delivered through songs. The songs are sung in a form that allows them to be learned in a call and response form. In one voice the whole community prays and praises God together musically.

      The region of Brazil that Mestre Irineu lived in was, and still remains, the poorest in a poor country. I find it most interesting and extremely comforting that this mission was given to a very black man in the center of one of the poorest, and most important (from a global point of view) regions on earth. It points a divine finger, dramatically and symbolically, to help reorient us to what is important in these times. Salvation will not come from those countries and religions that have herded us to the cliff ’s edge. It is coming from a return to mystery, a surrender to the Divine in and around us, and a new alliance with nature. The Amazon is a mystery and from it has come a key to entering the great mystery.

      Interwoven with this impulse to praise God, in community and in total direct participation of all members of the community, were the influences and ritual forms drawn from the Indians of that region and from the religions of Africa brought to Brazil by Master Irineu’s forebears. The resulting eclectic, yet highly organized and spiritually aligned ritual form, is centered around the drinking of the sacred tea that became known as the Daime, which in Portuguese means “give me,” as in “give me strength, give me love, give me light.” Over time the Daime became known as a “short cut,” a very intense, demanding path to which people whose souls are ready to take a huge evolutionary leap are drawn, people who require a very deep cleansing and healing to take this leap, and who have the motivation to find the courage to follow their soul’s urging.

      People came to the Daime from many backgrounds. One who came in the early 1960s was a man named Sebastião Mota de Melo. By trade he was a canoe maker, but by predilection he was a mediumistic healer of the first order. Before coming to the Daime he spent many years leading and training groups of mediums in the healing and service of souls in need, incarnate and disincarnate. In the course of his life he became deathly ill. He came to Master Irineu, as did many people, in the hope of being healed from the liver ailment that was killing him. In the course of his healing, which was a complete recovery, he became an initiate and close follower of Master Irineu.

      Master Irineu died in 1971. Upon his death, three branches of the Holy Daime formed, one of them led by Sebastião Mota de Melo, who became known as Padrinho (Godfather) Sebastião. Padrinho Sebastião, through his own awakening, came to understand that his mission was to lead his followers to a new life in the center of the jungle itself, to bring his people into the heart of the life force of the planet, and to build a sustainable community. This book is the story of this great man, this true spiritual teacher, who discovered for himself and was discovered by the tradition to be the reincarnation of John the Baptist, the harbinger of the mission of the Master Jesus.

      Although they had almost no material resources, Padrinho Sebastião and his people entered the jungle and established a village at a place called Rio do Ouro (River of Gold). They endured sickness and hardship that would have stopped people with even slightly less faith. After having lived there for a few years, they discovered that the land on which they were living was owned by an absentee owner.

      Padrinho Sebastião declared that he “would not live on another man’s land.” And so he and his followers moved to another location. It took one year to move their possessions by canoe and by hand. Eventually they arrived at a site that became known as Céu do Mapiá, or “Heaven of Mapiá,” where they began the task of establishing a viable community in the heart of the rain forest. Their commitment from the first was to live in a harmonious relationship with nature, according to the principles of the doctrine they were living. They knew they were there under the auspices of the Divine Beings who guided their life and work, and that those beings were “replanting” a way of life to serve as a center for a religion and as a model of a sustainable, harmonious, spiritually alive community.

      To understand the significance of the existence of Céu do Mapiá, despite its small size, consider the fact that almost all settlements begun in the Amazon rain forest have taken one of two roads: They have become either ecological dominators, carving a “civilized” area out of the forest and destroying the ecological system of the area, or so many of the inhabitants of them have died of disease that the rest become discouraged and the projects have been abandoned. Sebastião Mota de Melo’s dream was different. His people are successfully living in harmony with nature and yet gradually adding those technological advances that make their lives sustainable. Every resident, except for children born there, has consciously and freely chosen to follow their spiritual calling to live in that community. They are living there because they want to, which makes a huge difference on all levels to the health of the community. Mapiá is surviving and growing in spite of social and economic questions that are sometimes of a lifeand-death nature. It is a living laboratory for an ecologically harmonious, spiritually alive community organized around an intimate relationship with the forces of nature and the universe. This town is worth knowing about and supporting, whatever one’s own path. At present it is beginning to serve as a model for the reorganization of other villages in the Amazon region.

      In the early 1980s Daime communities formed in the large cities in southeastern Brazil and the Holy Daime became a national movement. Also during the ’80s, the tea that is drunk in the Daime rituals, and is also still being drunk in Indian ceremonies and by other religious groups in Brazil, was declared to be protected in perpetuity by the Brazilian government. After long, careful investigation it was understood that by its nature Daime, or ayahuasca, or hoasca, as it is variously named, opens a gateway to spiritual realms of existence and does not lend itself to abuse even if there were those interested in doing so. This was a huge step for the Daime and other groups whose mission is to provide this gateway for those called to enter. It provides a model for the other countries that the Daime has entered.

      During this initial phase of expansion of the Daime within Brazil, Alex Polari was released from the prison in which he had been incarcerated by the dictatorship. He has, as we all do, his own story of how he was led to the Daime, which involves his thinking he was making a film. Like many of us who arrive at a life that it had never even occurred to us to dream about, he discovered that there existed a plan for him that his conscious mind learned of only long after it was well into effect. He and his wife, Sonia Palhares, founded the community of Céu da Montanha with some of the new generation of Daimistas, people raised in the cities of southern Brazil who were discovering in Padrinho Sebastião and the Daime the direct experience of spiritual awakening, authentic transformation, and the potential for conscious community that their previous enterprises had spoken of and dreamed about, but never delivered. Alex developed a deep and multidimensional relationship with Padrinho Sebastião. He clearly was blessed by that relationship.

      In January 1990 Padrinho Sebastião died. He was succeeded by his son, Alfredo Gregorio de Melo, who currently presides over a new stage in the evolution of this most unique religion. When Padrinho Sebastião died, there were only a dozen Daime communities in Brazil. At this moment the Holy Daime resides in over fifty locations, including almost twenty in Europe. There are even churches in Japan. The Holy Daime has spread from being the vision of a man in the heart of the Amazon forest, to being an authentic worldwide movement that attracts a growing number of people in many parts of the world. The possibilities of powerful and rapid spiritual awakening, deep healing, social relations based on respect, love, and mutual support, the model of a sustainable and supportable community in the jungle, and the perceived urgency of this moment on earth are drawing people from all levels of society and all backgrounds.

      The Daime is by no means a panacea. It is a powerful spiritual path, a shortcut that I think will never be a mass religion. It is too demanding. Most people would not consciously choose to engage in a long, demanding ritual in which they have a good chance of being shown, up close, that which they have falsely created in their own consciousness and their living a life that separates them from their own Divine nature. And then have it cleaned out. With no excuses accepted. And no whining allowed.

      But for those who feel called, the Daime often provides healing in the truest sense, the healing of our false perception of separation. It leads the way, not only to improved health on all levels, but to the freedom that comes from knowing who we are, and that we are completely loved, and from the step-by-step surrender to the will of the Divine. As with everything else in the Daime, this knowledge and the experience of freedom is a palpable thing.

      One of the most important teachings offered by Padrinho Sebastião, and embodied most beautifully in Alex Polari, is that our salvation must be rooted in work. The Daime is not a path of transcendence, it is a path of transformation. We bring Spirit to bear upon matter in our own bodies and in our lives. The result is that we are engaged in a dynamic process of constant discovery and in evolving relationships, both earthly and divine. We are called to work on earth, to interact directly with nature. We are called upon to fulfill our earthly responsibilities. We are called to support our families and to raise our children to be grounded, truthful, spiritual people. Whether or not the Daime is their path is a discovery and a negotiation between themselves and God. Some children of Daimistas join the path of their own accord when they reach an age of decision. Some do not.

      Not everybody comes to the Daime to become an initiate, a member of the religion. It is strictly forbidden to proselytize or to in any way entice someone to participate in the rituals of the Daime. I have the right to tell you about my experience, as Alex Polari tells you about his with Padrinho Sebastião. Whether or not you drink Daime, and what you do with that relationship with that Divine Being, is between you and that Being. People come to the Daime because they are called from inside themselves. The motivation to hear the call may be an illness, or it may be a conscious search for awakening. It can also come by way of intuition, or dreams, or by retrospectively viewed Divine orchestration. It may come to you from reading this book.

      Whatever the initial motivation, those who arrive at the doorway soon understand they are entering a serious, demanding work whose rewards far exceed its demands, but whose demands include attention, humility, courage, and a willingness to undergo a deep transformative process that is oftentimes uncomfortable.

      The rituals are called “works.” And they are. Those who enter the Daime wanting a path that is both a shortcut and an easy shortcut are quickly disabused. They don’t stay around long. Or they “change their opinion,” as a hymn of Padrinho counsels us to do and do again.

      The Holy Daime Path is an authentic mystery school. There are levels of knowledge, stages of initiation that one passes through in one’s program of rapid evolution. Unlike some other paths and schools, the stages are not externally regulated. There are not specific programs or practices that an initiate follows, nor are there specific ceremonies to mark one’s progress. The job of the initiate is to show up, drink Daime, work on the earth to live the teachings of the doctrine: love God, love the earth, love all beings in God’s creation, including yourself, love and respect your brothers and sisters, accept the truth of your own divinity and of your own faults, learn to embody forgiveness and mercy, and gain the hard won humility that comes from meeting a Divine force head on. Each new doorway is marked by a significant deepening of one’s relationship with the Divine. It also usually is marked by a difficult passage, a facing up to another level of unconscious separation.

      The Holy Daime is not for everyone. The rituals of the Daime are not meant to be an “experience,” but rather to provide a chance to interact intimately with a Divine Being of unimaginable intelligence, compassion, clarity, and spiritual power. They require us to bring our whole selves to the work. They provide an opportunity for seeing truth, gaining knowledge, and to transform oneself, one’s health, and one’s life. What we get out of them depends on our level of readiness and our willingness to surrender our ideas of separation and enter into a new relationship with ourselves and with the Divine. As one of Padrinho Sebastião’s hymns says:

      
        I live in the Forest
      

      
        I have my teachings
      

      
        I don’t call myself Daime
      

      
        I am a Divine Being
      

      
        I am a Divine Being
      

      
        I came here to teach you
      

      
        The more you ask of me
      

      
        The more I have to give to you.
      

      For those who are called to the Daime by an inner voice, this Divine Being offers a chance to awaken to spiritual reality in a way unique in all this world. Those who come looking to get high in an interesting spiritual context are quickly disabused of their expectations.

      The Daime is, in actuality, a simple path. When you read the words of Padrinho Sebastião you will see that he was a simple man. It will help you to let go of false ideas about the relationship of complication and depth. His words will also show you that to be awake is not to be removed from living in the world, but to engage in it on God’s terms, teaching by the example of your life. Padrinho is a man whose teachings have value to anyone who wants to know what a life totally surrendered to the will of God is like.

      In October 1989 I had the indescribable privilege of spending a month with Padrinho Sebastião in Céu do Mapiá. I arrived to find I had been designated to be Padrinho’s acupuncturist. He was suffering from congestive heart failure in the middle of the jungle, with no doctors, medication, or hospitals for hundreds of miles. He was dying, and it fell to my friend and teacher Jose Rosa, an M.D., and myself to keep him on earth long enough for medication and a helicopter to arrive. Immediately I found myself over my head. My training and experience in Chinese medicine were useless except in that they provided a grounding that facilitated the necessary surrender to Divine guidance that then allowed me to let go of my head and to become available as an instrument for Padrinho’s healing. I was forced to take a quantum leap in my own spiritual process and in my healership to help this man who was so beloved of his people, and who would become so to me.

      I remember clearly the moment I came to know the being who is Padrinho Sebastião and my relationship to him. Sitting upon his bed, propped up with pillows, he was having constant difficulty breathing. I was in the middle of giving him an acupuncture treatment when I looked up and our eyes met. He had the eyes of an enlightened hawk. In that moment, I knew with utmost certainty that Padrinho saw everything about me. He saw my higher self, which at that time was a distant mystery to me. He saw my lower self, which I thought I was pretty adept at hiding. He saw my fears and my potential. He saw God in me and he saw everything I had done to hide God from myself. He saw me for real. And with all he saw he loved me totally and completely. He accepted all I was and all I wasn’t, with truthfulness and yet without judgment. In that moment something in my heart eased and opened. Some veil of despair I had set there as a protection was pushed aside and I looked out through new eyes. In that moment I came to the spiritual life.

      Padrinho showed me his love, but he also gave me something else just as important. He showed me a model, in himself, of how I could be. He showed me that an awake human being sees on all levels—but with compassion. He showed me that truth and love are married to each other, eternally. He showed me that I had divorced them, and then created a story about how they couldn’t live together any more. In his presence they began a new courtship inside me.

      I was once told how to recognize a teacher of light from a teacher of darkness, and it has helped me immensely in my own discernment. It sometimes can be difficult to tell merely from the words a teacher speaks or the way they appear. To use the vernacular, everybody has a good rap. Many teachers are charismatic and exciting. Many can do various kinds of healing, various kinds of magic. Universal power is, after all, neutral. In the short run, the students of many teachers feel expanded and liberated. But it can be useful to look at the students and ask yourself if the students are, over time, becoming more or less empowered in themselves? Is the relationship leading to more or less spiritual and practical maturity? Are the students becoming more or less independent in their thinking? Is everybody being energetically fed by the relationship or is the teacher feeding off the students?

      As you meet Padrinho Sebastião Mota de Melo in these pages through the clear, loving eyes and beautiful writing of Alex Polari, you will be meeting the real thing, the genuine article. You will meet not only Padrinho but also some of his disciples, not the least of which is Alex himself. These are people who have been guided, in some cases saved from a destructive life, by their relationship with the man called Saint Sebastião. But they have also grown and evolved themselves, discovering their own higher nature that Padrinho saw long before they did. Some, like Alex and Sonia, have become spiritual and civic leaders in their own right.

      Céu do Mapiá has five hundred inhabitants that have come of their own free, uncoerced will to live out the dream of Padrinho Sebastião. There are thousands of people around the world discovering the path begun by a black rubber tapper turned soldier and that was continued by a canoe maker from the Amazon. People from literally every walk of life, every social class, every race, and every background are, one by one, coming to study with the teacher that is the Daime.

      The Daime Path and the life of Padrinho Sebastião are, if nothing else, extremely interesting because they are both so unusual and so real. In reading this book, you have one advantage over me when I met Padrinho. Through Alex Polari’s extraordinary writing ability and the beauty of this translation by Rosana Workman, you will understand what Padrinho is saying. So you can, if you wish to use the book in this way, study the words and learn the biography of a true teacher, a unique leader of a new religion. You can gain the inspiration that comes from witnessing the courage of a person who lived utterly true to his guidance and triumphed. That would be time well spent with any book. But there is another option if you wish to take it. If you choose to go beyond the story and the words of Padrinho, you can enter into a relationship with the Being who is still Sebastião Mota de Melo. He left his body behind, but he is as alive as he was in Céu do Mapiá and at the River Jordan.
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