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To Dean Oisboid, an honest skeptic and a great companion on trips of all kinds.



PSYCHEDELIC CULTS AND OUTLAW CHURCHES
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“Backed by indefatigable research, well-organized, and astonishingly comprehensive, this remarkable work brings together into one volume the true stories of the many saints and sinners, with a preponderance of the latter, who founded organizations that proclaim or proclaimed the religious value of psychedelics and who persisted under the threat and, in many cases, imposition of harsh prison sentences and confiscation of property. What is the point of all this work Marinacci has done? Why does it matter? Consider four possible positions on the issue of the religious value of psychedelics: they are a gift from God; they are a temptation from the Devil; they are both; they are neither. Whichever of these positions you choose and whatever other reasons you may give in defense, if that view is to have any hope of being the one closest to the Truth, it will have to be consistent with the history of the individuals and groups presented in this book.”

JACK CALL,
AUTHOR OF PSYCHEDELIC CHRISTIANITY

“Mike Marinacci has made the exciting, detailed, and adventurous journey back in time to chronicle the psychonauts of the era. Mike searched, found, and explains in a highly readable fashion some of the histories of those who crave to know more of our reality and more than what we’re legally allowed to find out. What’s beyond the ‘Do Not Enter’ signs? You can now sit comfortably and vicariously journey through the lives of some of the most infamous seekers of the past half century with no risk involved. This book is a reminder of the relatively unknown yet important history of human potential that will likely help make you smile and wonder and appreciate even more the gift of life we’re given on planet Earth.”

ROGER CHRISTIE,
FOUNDER OF THC MINISTRY AND FEDERAL 
PRISONER OF THE WAR ON CANNABIS

“Who other than the likes of Mike Marinacci knew there were so many psychedelics-focused groups, churches, and initiatives in our recent past, and especially in the expansive and chaotic glory days of the 1960s and ’70s? This is rich history in full color with a dose of bittersweet nostalgia for those who lived through and embraced the zeitgeist of the times; a cornucopia of inspiring, cautionary, and simply jaw-dropping true stories told in page-turning prose for younger readers and the rest of us. We owe a debt of gratitude to Mike for rescuing these invaluable segments and snippets of psychedelic and countercultural history from obscurity and giving them new life.”

STEPHEN GRAY,
EDITOR OF HOW PSYCHEDELICS
CAN HELP SAVE
THE WORLD AND
CANNABIS AND SPIRITUALITY
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FOREWORD

Over the last seven decades, hundreds of psychedelic sects have collectively reshaped America’s cultural landscape. Though these fellowships have taken on a variety of institutional forms, ranging from back-to-the-land communes to libertarian hacking collectives, they all heralded psychedelic consciousness expansion as the key to humanity’s salvation. Today their insistence on the spiritual value of psychedelics is achieving mainstream acceptance within scientific communities and the intellectual mainstream at large. The recent return of psychedelics raises an obvious question: Why hasn’t anyone written a history of these groups? The fact that the current wave of enthusiasm is called the “Psychedelic Renaissance” offers a significant clue.

Etymologically the word renaissance signifies “rebirth.” Therefore, the term Psychedelic Renaissance implies a “return to life.” While psychedelic religionists faced more than half a century of persecution and condemnation on every level of the U.S. government, their numbers seem to have steadily increased during that time. Accordingly how can something that never died be reborn? The concept of a Psychedelic Renaissance reinforces the War on Drugs’ extremely powerful policy of intellectual exclusion that has effaced the significance of modern psychedelic religions.

The War on Drugs was not only a militarized police and prejudicial judiciary predisposed to disproportionately imprisoning people of color 
for drug-related crimes. It was also a propaganda campaign concocted to manage the perception of psychedelics through after-school programs, popular entertainment, and medical associations. Moreover, this domestic government campaign dissuaded scholars from researching material related to psychedelics, and most of the research that did appear tended to present mind-expanding drugs, as well as the people who used them, in a negative light. Until very recently, scholars did not dare publish value-neutral research out of fear that their work might be construed as apologetics. Enter: Mike Marinacci’s Psychedelic Cults and Outlaw Churches.

The book you are currently holding offers an overview of the psychedelic religions that populate modern North American history. It is the first of its kind, and along with being a wildly enjoyable read, it is destined to become a standard reference work on modern psychedelic culture. It should go without saying that the author could not account for every psychedelic religion that took shape in the postwar era, and it is certainly not my intention to fill in the blanks here. Instead, the rest of this foreword will elaborate the biases that the War on Drugs has encoded into our understanding of psychedelic religions. To be more precise, I will enumerate the ways in which Huxley’s proverbial “doors of perception” remain closed with respect to the topic of psychedelic religion.

From the 1950s onward, the street-level use of psychedelics profoundly altered the production of music, literature, art, journalism, fashion, film, activism, medicine, academic research, holistic therapies, technological innovation, and religious practice in the United States. However scholars do not have a clear view of the complex entanglements between consciousness expanding drugs and American society as a result of the paucity of serious research on psychedelic religions. Instead, the same story has been told over and over again. To date, the research on psychedelic culture has focused almost exclusively on its larger-than-life heroes, chiefly Aldous Huxley, Timothy Leary, Richard Alpert (“Ram Dass”), Allen Ginsberg, and Ken Kesey. This “master narrative” of psychedelic culture is highly flawed for a number of reasons. As the aforementioned litany demonstrates, the master narrative only paints half the picture, or even less than half, considering the omission of women. If scholars are going to explain how psychedelics became a dynamic social force in modern American history, they must account for the contributions of women, indigenous communities, and people of color.

Troubling the master narrative also means pivoting away from the story of great men to a history of networks, of communities. Approaching psychedelic spirituality as the story of individuals and their unusual experiences neglects the fundamental truth that powerful psychedelics generate uniquely collective socialites. By virtue of their power to dissolve individual egos, psychedelics such as lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) create transpersonal identities. Said more plainly, the history of psychedelic culture is a history of “groupminds,” or shared consciousnesses. Seen in this light, the importance of Psychedelic Cults is self-evident.

Furthermore, by telling the story of religious collectives instead of individuals, the author overturns three of the patently false beliefs that undergird the master narrative of psychedelic culture. First, the movement of psychedelic religions did not disappear at the close of the sixties, but continued to grow up to the present day. The significance of this point cannot be overstated, and I will return to it shortly. Second, psychedelic culture was not born out of the “generation gap” between idealistic youths and a geriatric Establishment; rather, people of all ages have led the charge into hyperspace. Third, the history of drug culture cannot be confined to a tale of two cities, San Francisco and New York City. Psychedelic enclaves formed in rural communities, suburbs, and metropolises across the United States. By recontextualizing the people, places, and vitality of drug culture, Psychedelic Cults 
presents psychedelic experience as an integral part of North America’s religious imagination, instead of a freakishly colorful and ephemeral sideshow.

Creating a new narrative of modern psychedelic religion entails a process of disassembling and reassembling the terms we use to tell the story. A few terms merit special note here. Aside from being ahistorical, the term counterculture is especially problematic because it homogenizes the diverse political, spiritual, and artistic groupminds that formed as a result of the psychedelic experience. Popularized as a result of Theodore Roszak’s 1969 book, The Making of a Counter Culture, the concept of counterculture was, and is, intended to ostracize psychedelic spirituality. It is not a coincidence that the term was introduced into popular discourse just one year after President Lyndon B. Johnson created the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, an amalgamation of the FDA's Bureau of Drug Control and the US Treasury's Bureau of Narcotics in 1968. This outdated piece of sociological jargon is an artifact of the War on Drugs and deserves to be retired. In its place, I have coined the term psychedelicism, 
a concept that emphasizes how psychedelic sects belong to a collective movement while nonetheless generating distinct doctrines and rituals. Much as Buddhism is composed of various sects, including Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, so too is psychedelicism formed out of the sects enumerated by the author.

This book offers readers a cogent overview of the religions that have animated the psychedelic movement. Most of these religious fellowships have received little, or in many cases, no attention by scholars or journalists. However, Psychedelic Cults is not simply a historical dictionary of drug churches; this meticulously researched account lays the foundation for a new understanding of psychedelic culture as its demographics, aesthetics, and mores shifted throughout and beyond the sixties. While it is commonly noted that psychedelic religions went “underground” in the mid-1970s, it would be more accurate to state that they refashioned themselves as a galaxy of subcultures and niche milieux. As the microhistories presented in this book indicate, the initial peak of psychedelicism was not 1969, but rather coincided with the “occult boom” of the mid-1970s. The timing is important, as the “booming” interest in magical societies, paganism, astrology, meditation, esoteric healing, and Eastern philosophies were surface-level reflections of the deep current of psychedelicism 
that flowed underground during the escalation of the War on Drugs. From New Age 
spiral dances and harmonic convergences to Satanism and black metal; from Deep Ecology to urban shamanism; UFO lore, parapsychology, and cryptozoology—all of these subcultures blossomed with the introduction of psychedelicism into the bloodstream of modern America. When openly advocating psychedelicism 
became too dangerous on account of the War on Drugs, psychedelicists also turned their attention to two larger mass movements.

While ecological consciousness was integrated into the LSD culture of the sixties, it was not until the late 1970s and early 1980s that psychedelicists formulated the doctrines of militant environmentalism. The foremost radical eco-activist groups of the last five decades, Greenpeace and Earth First!, were founded and led by politicized acidheads. The other tributary of psychedelic enthusiasm was channeled into the expansive musical subcultures associated with “jam bands” like Grateful Dead and Phish, which likewise came into prominence in the ’70s and ’80s. Among these vernacular spiritual subcultures, the funkadelic movement, centered around George Clinton’s Parliament Funkadelic, represented the most imaginative psychedelic scene, attracting tens of thousands of fans who collectively recentered Black people and their struggle against racial prejudice in the psychedelicist worldview. Altogether, psychedelic musical fandom has maintained the free-wheeling experimental spirit associated with so-called “hippie” communitarianism well into the twenty-first century.

In this brief foreword, I have sketched the larger forces at work in the way we (mis)understand modern psychedelic religion. The “inside story” of this fascinating dimension of American religious experience is contained in the pages that follow. Read on, as the author has recovered a lost history that will amaze, amuse, and enlighten.

J. CHRISTIAN GREER, 
PH.D. STANFORD UNIVERSITY, 
PALO ALTO, CALIFORNIA

J. CHRISTIAN GREER, 
PH.D., is a scholar, artist, lecturer, archivist, and historian of religion with a special focus on psychedelics. He holds a doctorate in Western esotericism from the History of Hermetic Philosophy Department at the University of Amsterdam and has held research and teaching appointments at Yale, Harvard, Stanford, and the University of Amsterdam. His latest book, Angelheaded Hipsters: Psychedelic Militancy in Nineteen Eighties North America, explores psychedelic culture within the fanzines of the late Cold War era.



INTRODUCTION

entheogen \ en·the·o·gen \ en'thēəjen \ noun : a chemical substance, typically of plant origin, that is ingested to produce a nonordinary state of consciousness for religious or spiritual purposes.

OXFORD LANGUAGES

Over the last century an unusual and controversial religious underground has emerged in North America. Scores of churches, sects, and circles dedicated to using psychoactive substances like peyote, LSD, cannabis, and others as ways to experience the Transcendent and Divine, have appeared across the continent’s spiritual landscape, challenging orthodox conceptions of what “religion” is, and how it can be experienced and communicated.

Although wildly diverse in their origins, creeds, and rites, these groups all see the ingestion of legally prohibited plants and chemicals as the key to personal enlightenment and the collective betterment of humanity. And they’ve all endured varying degrees of legal prosecution in their pursuit and promotion of this spiritual path.


PLANT-MEDICINE VISIONS AND THE MILLENNIA-LONG WAR ON DRUGS

The members of such groups maintain that precedents for their practices date back to the dawn of human history and can be found all over the planet. They point to anthropological and historical evidence that old-world shamans and priests initiated themselves and their communities into mystical states with psychoactive fungi and cannabis, and that both Paleolithic sites and ancient civilizational ruins show traces of these practices. They also argue that the peoples of the New World have used peyote, ayahuasca, and other “plant medicines” for healing practices and vision quests since time immemorial without the body-, mind-, and souldestroying effects ascribed to these substances by prohibitionists.

The reason these practices were suppressed, they believe, is because they threatened the Abrahamic faiths. Ignorant and bigoted monotheists, they say, couldn’t tolerate a spiritual path that gave its practitioners direct contact with the Divine without the mediation of formal clergy, legalistic scriptures, and unquestionable doctrines. So, the Judeo-Christian-Islamists squashed the psychedelic gnosis wherever it appeared in their religious-cultural territories and continue to inform current campaigns against psychoactive substances.

The idea that the War on Drugs is as much a religious war as it is a campaign of criminal law and public-health concerns, is a compelling one. In The Immortality Key, Brian C. Muraresku’s study of the premodern Western entheogenic underground, the author noted that U.S. federal suppression of psychoactive substances began in 1896, when Christian missionaries on American Indian reservations begged the government to stamp out the peyote meetings that were “interfering quite seriously” with their evangelical efforts.

Indigenous peyotists fought back by uniting their circles in a formal religious organization—the Native American Church. Thus incorporated, they stood on the First Amendment right of freedom of religion to pursue their entheogen-based faith.

That right wasn’t always recognized or respected. Federal, state, and tribal authorities often believed that peyote was a dangerous drug, and needed to be legally suppressed, Bill of Rights or no. In response, Native American Church members fought a century-long war in the U.S. courts, where they asserted that the plant and the mescaline-powered visions it produced were central to their faith, and that peyote’s illegal status in various jurisdictions made it impossible to practice their religion freely.

Eventually the American Indian Religious Freedom Act Amendments of 1994 legalized peyotism “by an Indian for bona fide traditional ceremonial purposes in connection with the practice of a traditional Indian religion.” Two years later Canada’s Controlled Drugs and Substances Act exempted First Nations peoples from its prohibition of the plant. Today in both nations, Native American Church members practice their faith without legal interference.




BEATS, HIPPIES, AND NEW RELIGIONS

For other entheogen-using churches and sects, it’s been quite a different story.

The Western rediscovery of the consciousness-changing potential of psychoactive chemicals began in the fifties. Although anthropologists and botanists had known of native “medicine plants’” hallucinogenic properties long before then, and scientists had isolated and synthesized their psychoactive chemicals decades earlier, it was in the Cold War era that psychedelics captured the popular imagination.

In 1954 Aldous Huxley’s book The Doors of Perception, which described the English author’s mystical visions under the influence of mescaline, became a bestseller. Three years later Life magazine published a photo essay by banker R. Gordon Wasson about his journey to Mexico, where a curandera (medicine woman) named Maria Sabina introduced him and his wife to hallucinogenic psilocybin mushrooms and their mind-expanding effects.

During that same decade, psychologists and intelligence agents alike investigated a new wonder drug called LSD that sent its users on fantastic, otherworldly inner trips and seemed to induce visions identical to those of history’s great religious mystics. And Beat Generation literary figures like Allen Ginsberg and Michael McLure enchanted a generation of social rebels with their rapturous descriptions of peyote and psilocybin voyages, as well as the perception-stretching pleasures of much-demonized marijuana.

By the sixties the “consciousness revolution” spurred by the psychedelics was a worldwide phenomenon. The Beats’ younger siblings, derisively referred to by the older hipsters with the diminutive slang “hippies,” coalesced into a colorful global counterculture whose unorthodox attitudes about dress, money, politics, art, and sex shocked the older generation. Most scandalous of all was the hippies’ embrace of cannabis, LSD, and other nontraditional intoxicants as paths to higher and stranger forms of consciousness than their parents had ever known.
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Fig. I.1. Opening the doors of perception.

Chief among the sixties counterculture’s psychedelic prophets was ex-Harvard professor and psychologist Timothy Leary. A brilliant, charismatic, and media-savvy figure, Leary believed LSD and the other entheogens had the potential to bring about a revolutionary change in global awareness. He urged all who shared his vision to Turn On to the chemicals’ mind-liberating powers, Tune In to the new possibilities psychedelic trips suggested, and Drop Out of Western society’s dull and oppressive routines. The title of a 1966 booklet Leary wrote summed up his strategy to achieve this vision: Start Your Own Religion.

Some North Americans did just that. Imitating Leary’s own psychedelic church, the Millbrook-based League for Spiritual Discovery, sects devoted to LSD, cannabis, and other substances as keys to religious awakening, emerged in countercultural ghettoes and rural retreats. To the hippies and others who populated these groups, the Jewish and Christian faiths’ traditional sacraments were inert, pale placebos; the entheogens were the true flesh of the gods that brought them to the ineffable, transcendent states of mind and soul formerly restricted to ascetic mystics.

Many of these sects cribbed from the Native American Church, and pursued forms of entheogenic spirituality that drew on indigenous symbology and teachings. Others looked East for inspiration and modeled their beliefs and practices after those of hashish-smoking Hindu saddhus and transcendence-seeking Buddhists and Taoists. Still more followed either universalist notions of nondoctrinal, nonstructured spiritual growth, or based their visions of psychedelic gnosis on the idiosyncratic insights and tastes of their often eccentric founders.




REPRESSION AND REVIVAL

The appearance of the sixties psychedelic sects was paralleled by the rise of laws that criminalized their sacraments. Responding to both real abuses of the chemicals and public hysteria about imagined ones, state and federal legislatures passed laws against the production, possession, and use of LSD, psilocybin, peyote, and mescaline.

In 1970 the Federal Controlled Substances Act placed these substances alongside heroin, cocaine, and other narcotics on the “Schedule I” list of drugs. These were drugs that the Feds deemed the most likely to be abused, with no potential for safe medical usage. Their possession and use were restricted to a small number of well-connected scientific researchers.

Cannabis also ended up on Schedule I. Proscribed decades earlier, in the wake of the thirties’ racist and unscientific “Reefer Madness” panic, the plant was universally identified with the sixties counterculture. Smoking it had become a sort of hippie shibboleth that marked users as “outlaws in the eyes of America,” to quote the Jefferson Airplane’s psychedelic-rock song from the era. Government efforts to stamp it and “the drug culture” out were redoubled, sending countless thousands of otherwise law-abiding individuals to prison.

Unlike the Native American Church, non–Native American psychedelic sects met with no success when they tried to defend their religious practices on First Amendment grounds in court. The indigenous peyotists’ rites far predated the laws against LSD, cannabis, and other favorite countercultural sacraments, and the Native American Church and its members were grandfathered into a legal exception strictly for religious use of the cactus. A fair number of self-styled psychedelic mystics went to jail when they couldn’t convince juries that taking Schedule I substances was a vital part of their religious practice.

To both the courts, and to mainstream North Americans, the non–Native American psychedelic sects seemed to exist mainly as excuses to take drugs. As the hippie culture faded throughout the seventies, the concept that entheogens could allow people of all backgrounds to experience numinous states where they touched God fell out of fashion. And when the War on Drugs went into overdrive in the eighties, the handful of hallucinogen-based spiritual groups that still existed were shunted to the farthest fringes of both the religious and countercultural worlds.

By the nineties, however, things began to change. When the children of the sixties trippers dropped acid at raves, chewed up psychedelic mushrooms at music festivals, or took MDMA (3,4-Methylenedioxymethamphetamine) at the vast Dionysian Burning Man gathering, they often found themselves as deeply and as permanently transformed as their parents had been decades earlier. Many of them sought meaning and purpose for their new, psychedelicized selves, and found them in the writings of authors like Terence McKenna, Robert Anton Wilson, and Daniel Pinchbeck, who saw the “entheogenic revival” as a quest for the spiritual healing of humanity and the planet that the species dominated and abused.

With this vision, new psychedelic sects emerged. Their members reached out to a global audience via the internet, testifying to the enlightenment and transcendence that the entheogens brought them and urging others to follow their path. They also quoted the works of ethnobotanists and psychobiologists that traced the use of “teacher plants” back to prehistoric times. And they cited contemporary studies by Schedule I–approved researchers that demonstrated the psychological and spiritual healing powers of psilocybin among test subjects, looking forward to a day when such chemicals could be taken off the Federal Ugly-Drug List and offered as medicines to a hurting world.




THE CHANGING LEGAL LANDSCAPE

Legally, the new era of psychedelic spirituality was a mixed bag. Thanks to decades of hard work by activists and attorneys, cannabis was eventually legalized in several American states for all uses—medical, recreational, and religious alike. Other states have slowly and grudgingly decriminalized the herb for medical or industrial purposes, while a select few still penalize possessors of any amount with jail time and fines. And the plant is still a Schedule I substance, as illegal as heroin in federal jurisdictions. (In contrast, the Canadian federal government legalized cannabis across the board in 2018.)

As of this writing, LSD, psilocybin, peyote, mescaline, DMT, and a variety of both natural and synthetic entheogens all remain on the Schedule I list. Courts have ruled DMT-bearing ayahuasca tea legal for the American missions of two Brazil-based sects, but the Drug Enforcement Agency hasn’t approved religious exemptions for its use by other groups. Several recent court decisions have recognized that the religious use of organic psychedelics by non–Native Americans is protected by the First Amendment, but their rulings have limited scope, and have not affected the drug laws.

Perhaps the most encouraging sign for psychedelic religionists has been the rapidly changing legal status of psilocybin. Several American cities and counties have decriminalized possession and use of the mushrooms that bear the chemical, and in 2020 Oregon’s voters approved an initiative that legalized it for medical usage. As evidence mounts as to its potential medicinal value, other jurisdictions will undoubtedly 
follow the Beaver State’s lead, and perhaps even sanction “healing circles” where the magic fungus is used for not only medical, but spiritual purposes.




THE PSYCHEDELIC SECTS

This book is an informal survey of various North America–based groups that have treated entheogenic substances as spiritual sacraments. No judgments are made about the sincerity of their beliefs or practices, nor of their legitimacy as organized religious groups.

Part I of this book is an in-depth examination of eighteen different churches, sects, and spiritual circles that the author has designated as “major” groups. These are entheogen-using organizations that existed for at least several years, produced substantive literature about themselves, were covered extensively in academic or popular media, and had noticeable impacts in the areas of religious-freedom case law or the psychedelics world.

Part I starts with a chapter about the Native American Church’s history. Chapters 2 through 4 cover three other peyote-using sects and their founders, practices, and legal struggles. Next in chapter 5 comes a look at Timothy Leary’s League for Spiritual Discovery, and the other organizations he founded to promote his entheogenic gospel. This is followed by chapters 6 through 9 about four distinctly different spiritual groups that made the LSD experience the center of their respective faiths. Next are chapters 10 and 11 about sects whose sacraments of choice exist in a legal gray area, neither explicitly prohibited nor totally approved by the state. Six cannabis-using organizations are covered in chapters 12 through 17, four of whom are currently active in this era where the noble weed is being rediscovered as an aid for meditation, prayer, and general spiritual enhancement. And finally, chapter 18 covers a prominent sect devoted to ayahuasca, the South American plant medicine.

Part II covers the “minor” groups in alphabetically ordered short entries. These forty-odd psychedelic sects are smaller, more obscure, and less historically significant than the ones covered in Part I, but peopled with equally engaging individuals, beliefs, and practices. Most of them have never been mentioned outside of specialized academic journals, long-defunct underground newspapers, or local-media stories, and their stories appear here in book form for the first time.

An appendix is provided that organizes in a concise list the entheogens used as sacraments by each of the sects addressed in this book. For those readers wishing to learn more about existing entheogenic groups and psychedelic spirituality in general, please visit my page at 
www.instagram.com/psychedeliccults.

I have chosen to use the terms “Native American” and “American Indian” interchangeably when describing the eras within which they were most commonly used. I do so with utmost respect for the indigenous peoples of the United States.




A PERSONAL NOTE

This book originated over forty years ago, in a cramped dorm room where I took my first trip on psilocybin mushrooms and saw God—or at least, a vision of the transcendent and eternal. Although I was raised as a secular humanist, I had several similar experiences later with both psilocybin and LSD and became interested in both nontraditional spirituality and the far frontiers of human consciousness and perception.

In the mideighties, I learned of the psychedelic-spirituality movement—or what was left of it. When I reached out to a few groups, I found that most of them were dormant or hiding from the War on (Some) Drugs during the era. My interest in the topic remained though, and when the “Entheogenic Revival” of the nineties arrived, I began to collect data about this spiritual underground, along with publications and ephemera its members had produced.

When I realized that nobody had ever produced a book about this strange yet compelling subculture, I got to work compiling my research into a manuscript, and eventually interested a long-established publisher in the project. This book is the result of years of study about a modern religious and social phenomenon that nobody else has examined quite as broadly or as deeply; I hope readers will be both informed and entertained by it.

Of course, no endorsement of any of the substances or groups described here is implied by either me or the publisher. May the reader use caution, prudence, and common sense while walking their Path, whatever it may be.





PART I


MAJOR SECTS

Superstars of the Entheogenic Spiritual Underground

Following are the stories of eighteen “major” psychedelic cults and outlaw churches. These are formally organized sects with written creeds, discernable membership numbers, 
and a presence in both the academic and popular literature about North American entheogenic history. They are the stars of this ecclesiastic underground.
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ONE

THE NATIVE AMERICAN CHURCH

Trouble and Triumph on the Long Peyote Road

The Native American Church is the original North American psychedelic sect.

Most of the other groups profiled in this book would never have emerged without the spiritual, cultural, and legal precedents that this organization has set over the last century. Founded officially in 1918, but with roots that stretch back thousands of years into prehistory, the NAC is overwhelmingly the oldest, largest, and most established of all past and present North American religious groups that have used psychoactive sacraments in their ceremonies. It is also easily the most persecuted of them, having spent nearly a century in federal, state, and tribal courts fighting for the religious rights of its members to seek healing and visions with the peyote cactus.


THE DIVINE CACTUS

Known to botanists as Lophophora williamsii, peyote is a small, flowering, button-like cactus that grows throughout the interior of northern Mexico, as well as in the South Texas deserts. The plant contains several psychoactive alkaloids, chief of which is mescaline—a powerful hallucinogen that, when ingested either in plant cells or as a synthetic compound, can induce a ten- to twelve-hour psychedelic trip. Users report that the experience features intense and often strange visual and auditory effects, and feelings of peace and interconnectedness with all nature and the Universe.

Peyote use in North America dates to prehistoric times. In 2005 the Journal of Ethnopharmacology published a study of two cactus specimens taken from an ancient indigenous cave near what is now Texas’s Rio Grande. Radiocarbon analysis showed that the mescaline-bearing samples were “the oldest plant drug ever to yield a major bioactive compound upon chemical analysis . . . evidence that native North Americans recognized the psychotropic properties of peyote as long as 5700 years ago.”1
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Fig. 1.1. A cluster of peyote cacti.

Photograph by Paolo Neo.

Indigenous Americans believed that the cactus bore a special spirit that took those who ate it into a dimension of the Timeless and Divine. Peyote use was common among the indigenous tribes of what is now central and northern Mexico for healing and divination, as well as in community religious ceremonies.

Most early written accounts of peyotism come from Spanish Catholic missionaries. The clerics associated the plant with the bloody rites and conquests of the Aztecs and called it Raiz diabolica (“the devil’s root”), seeing its use as “sorcery” and “superstition.” The church staged dozens of Inquisitions across Mexico in the seventeenth century to stamp out its usage among converts to the faith. Yet the Mexican Native Americans continued to use the plant, particularly in remote areas where church and government had only limited influence, and where the peyote experience was a community rite that bonded together those who sought its medicine and visions.

Perhaps the most famous Mexican peyote rites that survived to present times are those of the Sierra Madre Mountains’ Huichol Indians. At the end of rainy season in October or November, Huichol villages send a band of representatives into the peyote-growing desert country to gather the plant. The peyote hunters take vows of purity and fasting and embark on a sacred journey of over 300 miles (in old times, the Huichol might not return to the village for a month; now they set off in automobiles). Prayers and rites are performed during the hunt, and when the first plants are found, the pilgrims celebrate a special ceremony of thanks.

Upon their return to their village, the Huichol peyote hunters are greeted with dancing and celebration, and the peyote is dried, and consumed in a festival that goes on for days. Anthropologist Peter Furst noted that during the ceremonies, “Huichols will literally saturate themselves with peyote, chewing it incessantly for days and nights on end, getting little sleep and eating little normal food, until the entire social and natural environment and the individual’s relationship to it take on a wholly mystical dimension.”2




PEYOTE COMES TO EL NORTE

Peyote usage remained mostly south of the Rio Grande until the mid- nineteenth century, when Plains tribes raided Mexico, and brought the cacti back to their territories in the American West. The Apache, Comanche, Kiowa, and Tonkawa tribes adopted peyote and developed rituals around its usage, and by the 1880s its use was spreading among other North American tribes.

Around this time, the remnants of North America’s Indian nations faced a spiritual crisis. Four centuries of wars, diseases, and outright genocide at the hands of the European conquerors had wiped out indigenous populations from Newfoundland to Florida to Alaska and had left a hunger for a sense of identity and purpose among the continent’s remaining indigenous peoples.

After most American Indian territories were lost in the face of the colonizers’ superior numbers and technology, Native Americans staged one final and mostly symbolic religious and political rebellion against the White man: the Ghost Dance. The cross-tribal movement, where celebrants circle-danced and prayed for tribal unity and the return of their lands, ended barely a year after it had begun, with the death of resistance leader Sitting Bull and the massacre of over 150 American Indians by government troops at Wounded Knee in late 1890.

As in Mexico, Christian missionaries had worked extensively among the North American Indian populations—usually backed up by the laws and arms of the colonizers. Although many American Indians accepted the White man’s faith, perhaps seeing in Jesus’s crucifixion and resurrection a reflection of their own peoples’ horrific sufferings and hopes for renewal, the old ways never died out completely. Indigenous peoples from the Rio Grande to the Arctic Circle continued to tell the same stories of Great Spirits, venerate the same totems, and perform the same sacred rites that their ancestors had since creation.

Many of the practices continued despite disapproval or persecution from churches and governments. Often, they were combined with Christian worship to create new forms of religiosity much as Catholic- syncretistic sects like Santeria and Santa Muerte 
had done in multiracial Latin America. Among North American Indians, peyote 
became a particularly potent element in this process.




JOHN WILSON, QUANAH PARKER, AND THE PEYOTE ROAD

The first major figure to develop the peyote ritual in America was John Wilson. Of mixed Lenape, Caddo, and French ancestry, Wilson was a medicine man and former Ghost Dance leader who first learned about the sacred plant from a Comanche peyotist. Seeking its knowledge, Wilson and his wife went on a two-week retreat where he consumed as many as fifteen peyote buttons every day.

During the experience, Wilson had a vision of a road that led from Christ’s grave, through the stars to the Moon, and the Sky Realm where the Savior dwelt. This was the Peyote Road, he realized, and he was charged to follow its path and stay true to its precepts for the rest of his life. The visions also taught Wilson how to construct and celebrate a ritual that would help others walk this sacred way, and he learned the songs that are still chanted today in peyote rites.

From these visions came the Big Moon, or Cross Fire, peyote ceremony, which emphasizes Christian spirituality and faith. Interestingly, many Native American Christian peyotists believe that Christ’s crucifixion 
was the White man’s sin, and that Native Americans had no need to atone for it. 
Peyote had been their medicine since creation, they maintain, and through the plant they communed directly with their Savior.

Another important early American peyotist was the half-Comanche warrior Quanah Parker. One of the last holdouts in the Plains Indians’ resistance against the American settlers, Parker fell deathly ill in 1884, but recovered when a Mexican curandera treated him with peyote tea. Parker then renounced violence and became the best-known proponent of peyotism as a way of life that could unite Native American peoples and give them a sense of purpose and destiny in the White man’s world.

Appointed chief of the Comanche by the federal government, Parker spent the rest of his life as an influential figure in both secular and sacred American Indian circles. He was a proponent of the Half Moon peyote ceremony, which de-emphasized the Christian elements of John Wilson’s Big Moon rite and oriented itself more to indigenous myths and symbols.




THE HALF MOON CEREMONY

The Half Moon ceremony is an all-night prayer meeting, usually held in a tipi, although hogans and lodges can be used as well. It is scheduled when a sponsor presents sacred tobacco to a Roadman—the ceremonial leader, and so called because after years of attending meetings and learning every detail of the rite, he is empowered to lead others along the Peyote Road. Not merely a ceremony or religion, the Peyote Road is a way of life that encourages healing, sobriety, family unity, self- sufficiency, and brotherly love among those who walk it.
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Fig. 1.2. Quanah Parker, Comanche chief and Half Moon ceremonial peyotist.

Photograph courtesy of the National Archive, taken between 1909 and 1932.

The gathering may be held to celebrate, honor, mourn, bless, cure, or protect individuals within the community. Ceremonies are always dedicated to the Creator who advises and aids the faithful, and are usually held on Fridays, Saturdays, or holidays, but can also be performed simply when the Spirit moves peyotists.

Once the Roadman accepts the offering and sets a date, a meeting place is erected (or chosen), a firepit is dug, and firewood is stacked so that the sacred fire can burn through the night. A mound of earth several inches high is created at the center of the tipi or lodge and shaped into a crescent altar that symbolizes the mountain range where the mythic Peyote Woman discovered the sacred plant and brought it to humanity. The altar is oriented to the east and inscribed with a line that symbolizes the Peyote Road.

On the evening of the ceremony, the participants follow the Roadman in a ritual circuit around the outside of the meeting place, then file quietly into the structure and sit cross-legged on blankets. The Roadman sits in the westernmost spot of the meeting place, opposite the eastern door. Sitting to his right is the Drum Chief, who plays along during songs on the water-filled, resonant water drum. On his left is the Cedarman, who places cedar on the fire as an incense. On either side of the eastern door are the fire-tending Fireman or Fire Chief, and the Water Woman, who brings blessed water to the meeting.

Once all are seated, the Roadman produces the sacred instruments. These include a gourd rattle, a ceremonial staff, a feather fan, an eaglebone whistle, corn husks, tobacco, and medicine bags that contain peyote, cedar, and sage. Every item symbolizes a different aspect of the Peyote Road and is used during the night’s ceremonies.

The Roadman then opens the meeting with a statement of its purpose, and an invocation. During this period, the celebrants smoke sacred tobacco rolled in the corn husks, and meditate prayerfully on the altar, the fire, and the single “Grandfather” peyote button the Roadman places on a bed of sage.

Peyote in the form of either raw buttons, ground powder, or tea is then passed around to the attendees, who partake of the medicine. The plant’s bitter taste often causes nausea or vomiting, and some meetings provide attendees with buckets if they get sick during the ceremony.

When the Roadman takes up his staff, fan, and gourd rattle, he sings the Opening Song, accompanied by the Drum Chief. This part of the meeting focuses attendees’ attention on its intent, and on the sacredness of the ceremony. The staff, fan, and rattle are then passed through the circle to the left, and each recipient sings four peyote songs, accompanied 
by the beat of the water drum. Personal rattles and fans are also brought out 
for use in the ceremony, as well as a pail of water, which is prayed over and 
censed, and used to bless the four corners of the meeting space and all within it. Then the song/drum cycle is repeated, while the Roadman steps out of the tipi to blow the eagle-bone whistle four times, toward each sacred direction.

When the Roadman reenters, there’s usually a short break, during which the celebrants can stretch, or relieve themselves. On their return the singing, drumming, and praying continues, accompanied by more rounds of peyote ingestion.

At around midnight, the Cedarman recites prayers for the purpose of the meeting, and then censes the attendees with cedar smoke. Sometimes, the Roadman may perform a healing ritual; at other times, people may make confessions, begging tearfully for forgiveness, or ask for blessings or guidance in their lives. All are heard and accepted without judgment by the attendees, who are in the mind- and soul-delving intensity of the mescaline trip.

The singing, drumming, praying, and testimonies continue until dawn. As the first light of day shows through the eastern door, the Roadman sings the Dawn or Water Song. Then the Water Woman, who represents the archetypal Peyote Woman, carries in a pail of spring water, gives thanks to the Creator, and offers drinks to the thirsty celebrants. Participants may be allowed to speak briefly at this time.

Finally, the Water Woman and several helpers bring in the morning meal. Foodstuffs vary in different tribes, but usually include corn, beans, fruit, and sometimes beef or sweets, and are passed around the circle while the Roadman sings four more songs, and delivers an inspirational talk, and perhaps a Bible reading. During this part of the ritual, the Fireman sculpts the fire’s embers and ashes into the shapes of spirit animals or sacred symbols.

When the repast is done, the circle sings the Quitting or Moving-On Song, to mark the end of the ceremony. The Fireman leads the attendees out the east door, and under the morning sky all raise their hands to the Four Directions in gratitude for the healing and visions they have experienced. A period of fellowship follows, during which the people return to the tipi, express their feelings, and eat a breakfast prepared by the host.

With some variations in the Big Moon rite and in local usages, this is the basic peyote ceremony developed by Wilson, Parker, and others in their wake. In the three decades after the Ghost Dance ended, the ceremony spread through North America’s Indian nations, giving indigenous peoples a faith based not in recited scriptures or memorized liturgies, but in the direct experience of the Divine. Quanah Parker famously contrasted the practices of the Christian missionaries with his own when he quipped, “The White Man goes into church and talks about Jesus. The Indian goes into his tipi and talks with Jesus.”




A CHURCH IS BORN

Still, the modern world required some form of organization for the peyotists. They had been under fire from Christian authorities since Spanish colonial times, and U.S. government suppression began in 1896, when the Bureau of Indian Affairs, misidentifying peyote as “the mescal bean,” instructed its agents to seize and destroy any quantity of the plant that appeared on American Indian reservations, since the medicine was “interfering quite seriously with the work of the missionaries.”

Oklahoma, with its many displaced Native American tribes, became the birthplace of legally organized peyotism. In 1906 a group of peyotists there banded together under the name “The Union Church.” Eight years later, Sac/Fox Roadman Jonathan Koshiway 
incorporated the Firstborn Church of Christ in Oklahoma, filing a statement of 
purpose that didn’t mention peyote at all and that stressed its promotion of Christianity and its prohibition of tobacco. A former Mormon and Presbyterian, Koshiway limited church membership to the Otoe- Missouria 
Nation, although it was later reported that his peyote proselytizers were active in Utah as well.

The real impetus for a transtribal peyote church, though, came from a White man. In 1891 anthropologist James Mooney of the Smithsonian Institution became one of the first non–Native Americans to participate in a peyote ceremony, and he studied the religion and its practitioners extensively for nearly three decades. Sympathetic to peyotism, he believed that the best way for the Native Americans to protect their right to use the plant was to form a national religious organization that admitted members of all tribes, and that could be defended on First Amendment, freedom-of-religion grounds.

In 1918 Mooney drew up the articles of incorporation for an organization that would unite American Indian peyotists under a single body. Its stated purpose was:

to foster and promote the religious belief of the several tribes of Indians in the State of Oklahoma, in the Christian religion with the practice of the Peyote Sacrament as commonly understood and used among the adherents of this religion in the several tribes of Indians in the State of Oklahoma, and to teach the Christian religion with morality, sobriety, industry, kindly charity and right living and to cultivate a spirit of self-respect and brotherly union among the members of the Native Race of Indians, including therein the various Indian tribes in the State of Oklahoma.3

On October 18, 1918, representatives of the Cheyenne, Otoe- Missouria, Ponca, Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache tribes signed and filed the papers of incorporation in Oklahoma. The Native American Church was born.

The church grew quickly, and by 1922 it was estimated that it had about 13,000 members. Several state branches were incorporated as well, and over fifty American Indian nations had organized peyote groups under its authority as a religious corporation.




EARLY OPPOSITION TO PEYOTISM

Not everyone recognized the church’s authority, though. Alcohol abuse had become a serious problem in the Oklahoma Territory, and many White and Native American authorities alike thought that an 1897 law that prohibited supplying Indians with liquor should be amended to include peyote.

Department of the Interior Agent William E. “Pussyfoot” Johnson, who’d busted thousands of alcohol traffickers throughout Oklahoma and other states, also aggressively pursued peyote commerce in the territory, raiding suspected possessors and lobbying government officials to ban all shipments of the plant to American Indian reservations. His efforts to characterize peyotism as a menace were largely thwarted though, partly due to an influential article by James Mooney in the Handbook on American Indians that testified to the plant’s “varied and valuable medicinal properties,” and its use in “a ceremony of prayer and quiet contemplation.”

Opposition to peyotism came from physicians and health experts as well. In 1921 Thomas S. Blair, M.D., chief of the Bureau of Drug Control of the Pennsylvania Department of Health, published a paper in the Journal of the American Medical Association where he called the American Indian peyote religion a “habit indulgence in certain cactaceous plants” and accused peyote suppliers of being “dope vendor[s].” Dr. Blair urged Congress to pass a bill that would ban the possession and use of peyote, claiming that:

commercial interests involved in the peyote traffic are strongly entrenched, and they exploit the Indian. 
. . . Added to this is the superstition of the Indian who believes in the Peyote Church. As soon as an effort is made to suppress peyote, the cry is raised that it is unconstitutional to do so and is an invasion of religious liberty. Suppose the Negros of the South had Cocaine Church!4

Although federal laws against peyote were proposed from the 1920s to the 1950s, none were signed into law. Different tribal, state, and local statutes across America prohibited peyote, though, and arrests for its possession continued throughout the period, particularly on the Navajo Reservation, where there was strong sentiment that peyotism was foreign to the Diné people and had no place on the land. Still, the relative obscurity of the plant shielded it from a nationwide moral panic like the one directed against the era’s cannabis users, and the church continued to hold discreet ceremonies on American Indian reservations.




“A BEAUTIFUL AND UNUSUAL CEREMONY”

By 1944 the Native America Church had changed its name to the Native American Church of the United States. At that time the church was headed by Mack Haag and Alfred Wilson of the Southern Cheyenne Nation, Joe Kaulity (Kiowa), Truman Dailey (Otoe), and Frank Takes Gun (Crow).

Frank Takes Gun, who later became church president, was one of the most vigorous proponents of religious freedom for peyotists. During his presidency he encouraged tribes to incorporate state Native American Church branches for legal protection, worked to legalize peyote on the Navajo Reservation, and sought the American Civil Liberties Union’s help in various First Amendment cases involving church members.

President Takes Gun also helped peyotists north of the border. Since the 1930s Native Americans in Canada’s Blood, Cree, Ojibwa, and Assiniboine Nations had been using peyote, and in 1954 they organized as the Native American Church of Canada. Fearing that the Canadian government would prohibit importation of the desertgrown entheogen, Takes Gun and other church officials invited medical experts to an all-night ceremony in Saskatchewan, hoping to show the trained observers that the plant was a medicine and sacrament integral to their faith.

After spending a long night inside a Fort Battleford tipi with church celebrants, the White Canadian observers reported that the peyotists emerged from it unharmed. One attendee, Dr. Humphry Osmond, who would later coin the term psychedelic, called the meeting “a beautiful and unusual ceremony.” And the Canadian press published favorable articles about the church.

On the eve of the sixties, peyotism and the Native American Church were attracting more attention—and controversy. The Doors of Perception, Aldous Huxley’s 1954 bestseller about his visionary mescaline trip, brought the psychedelic experience into mainstream consciousness, and stimulated interest in the stubby cactus that produced the potent hallucinogen. Beat Generation figures such as poets Allen Ginsberg and Michael McClure and novelist Ken Kesey experimented with peyote. And early accounts of LSD and psilocybin’s potential medical uses often included speculation about whether mescaline could heal the psychological and spiritual complaints of non–Native American users.




PEYOTISM IN THE SIXTIES

The decade dawned with a landmark legal case for the church. On October 29, 1959, Navajo peyotist Mary Attaki called police to report that her brother Jack was drunk and causing a disturbance in her Williams, Arizona, home. When police arrived, Jack retaliated by informing the arresting officer that Mary had peyote in her home. The peyote was found, and Mary was taken to jail along with Jack, and charged with possession, illegal under Arizona law.

When her case came to trial in July 1960, ACLU attorney Herbert L. Ely represented Attakai with a religious-freedom defense. The expert witnesses he called included anthropologist Omer C. Stewart, later the author of the book The Peyote Religion, and Native American Church president Frank Takes Gun, who told the jury that the church had 225,000 members across North America.

After a two-day trial, Judge Yale McFate found the Arizona statute against peyote possession unconstitutional in cases of religious use, dismissed the complaint, and freed Attaki. The prosecution appealed State of Arizona v. Mary Attaki to the Arizona Supreme Court, which upheld the ruling in April 1961. Although peyote remained illegal in Arizona state law, the case set an important precedent for the church, and for First Amendment rights regarding peyote use.

The following year, the church fought an even more important legal battle for peyotist rights. On April 28, 1962, Jack Woody and two other Navajos were arrested during a Native American Church service in a hogan near Needles, California. Charged with violation of California’s Health and Safety Code section 11500, which prohibited unauthorized possession of peyote, the three men were tried in San Bernardino Superior Court, with Omer C. Stewart and Frank Takes Gun again testifying for the defense. The defendants were found guilty, and the Los Angeles County District Court of Appeals upheld the ruling several months later.

An appeal to the California Supreme Court was made and accepted. On August 24, 1964, the court ruled in the defendants’ favor, stating that peyote presented “only slight danger” to the state of California, and that its compelling interests were outweighed by the defendants’ First Amendment rights.

In the ruling, Justice J. Tobriner opined that:

[T]he right to free religious expression embodies a precious heritage of our history. In a mass society, which presses at every point toward conformity, the protection of a self-expression, however unique, of the individual and the group becomes ever more important. The varying currents of the subcultures that flow into the mainstream of our national life give depth and beauty. We preserve a greater value than an ancient tradition when we protect the rights of the Indians who honestly practiced an old religion in using peyote one night at a meeting in a desert hogan near Needles, California.5

As in Arizona, California’s state law against peyote remained unchanged by the ruling. One year earlier, State Assemblyman Nicholas C. Petris had introduced a bill to legalize peyote for the Native American Church, and although the bill passed in the California Assembly, it was killed in the State Senate’s Committee on Public Health and Safety. Still, People v. Woody set a precedent in California cases where church members were arrested and could prove the peyote they held was for a legitimate religious purpose.

By the midsixties, America’s burgeoning psychedelic underground had taken note of peyote. The 1966 cult film Chappaqua featured a scene where its narrator related how a mescaline vision led him to quit alcohol and heroin. Two years later The Teachings of Don Juan, an apocryphal account of anthropologist Carlos Castaneda’s experiences with a peyote-using Yaqui shaman, became a bestseller. And in that same year Kiowa author N. Scott Momaday’s novel House Made of Dawn, which described a nontraditional urban peyote meeting, won the Pulitzer Prize for literature.

The hippie world romanticized American Indian culture and spirituality, and during the era some counterculturalists sought admission to traditional peyote meetings. Although serious and sincere non–Native Americans were often allowed to attend them, the church, now called the Native American Church of North America, restricted membership to only people who could document that they were of at least one-quarter Native American descent. A nonracially exclusive “Native American Church of the United States,” based on the original Oklahoma charter, emerged among dissident state and local church bodies, and the participation 
of non–Native Americans in peyote ceremonies remains a controversial topic among indigenous peoples to this day.




A BATTLE FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Entheogenic consciousness expansion went out of fashion in the seventies, and during that era peyote and the NAC were largely ignored by government prohibitionists far more concerned with stopping cannabis, cocaine, and heroin use. In 1978 the American Indian Religious Freedom Act was signed into law, and its blanket protection of indigenous sacred sites and “traditional native religious practices” was generally assumed to include NAC peyotism.

But that assumption proved to be false in 1984. That year Al Smith, a Klamath Indian alcohol and drug counselor, was fired from his job in Roseburg, Oregon, when his supervisor learned he had participated in an NAC peyote ceremony. When Smith and a non–Native American coworker, 
who’d also been fired for attending a peyote meeting, filed for unemployment, their claims were denied. On appeal, Oregon’s Employment Department ruled against them, saying that religion or no, they’d violated the state’s drug laws, and weren’t entitled to compensation.

After a protracted legal battle, the Oregon Court of Appeals ruled in favor of the two peyotists. When the state attorney general challenged the ruling, Oregon’s State Supreme Court upheld it, saying the two men had been unjustly dismissed and deserved compensation. Still dissatisfied, the Oregon attorney general took the case to the U.S. Supreme Court.

On April 17, 1990, the Supreme Court ruled against the defendants in Employment Division v. Smith. The ruling stated that, contrary to previous American religious-freedom cases, government agencies no longer had to prove a “compelling state interest” for them to intervene in religious activities. The court also maintained that First Amendment protections did not apply to violations of criminal laws, and that its guarantee of religious freedom wasn’t effective unless other rights, such as speech and association, had been infringed.

The ruling dealt a bad blow to Native American peyotists, and to the First Amendment in general. Frightened by the precedent it set to sanction government repression of minority faiths, a broad coalition of American religious organizations sponsored the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, which restored the compelling-state-interest test to First Amendment adjudication. The act was passed by Congress in 1993, but the Native American Church felt it still allowed loopholes for prohibitionists to legally persecute peyotists.
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