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Dedicated to all seekers—those who grope blindly in the gloom 
and those whose minds have been opened enough to allow a glimmer of light



PSYCHEDELIC BUDDHISM
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“When it comes to the intersection of psychedelics and Buddhism, 
Lama Mike Crowley is like a living encyclopedia, ever-ready with mythological interweavings and historical facts that serve to ground the wisdom he has to 
share. Adorned with awe-inspiring visionary art, Psychedelic Buddhism 
lays out an ethical path for the modern Buddhist curious about the integration 
of psychedelic substances as tools to enhance and deepen spiritual practice.”

JASMINE VIRDI, M.SC., 
	WRITER, EDUCATOR, POET, AND ACTIVIST


“Lama Mike Crowley comes fully out of the psychedelic Buddhist 
closet with Psychedelic Buddhism. 
This book shows how psychedelic experience can be applied to Buddhist practice 
for those who already practice Buddhism and how psychedelic users who are 
interested in Buddhism can familiarize themselves with a wealth of Buddhist 
traditions, symbols, and ceremonies such as meditation, chanting, 
visualizations, and even dream yoga. Though a Lama in the Vajrayna Buddhist 
tradition, Mike provides his readers with a solid Buddhist education by making 
ample references to all the various permutations of Buddhism from the early, 
‘basic’ Buddhism of Hinayna to the later developments of Mahāyāna and 
ultimately to Vajrayāna Buddhism. Mike skillfully covers a wide range of 
Buddhist topics and practices, and as such, the book serves as a well-informed 
introduction to Buddhism from an insider’s perspective. Additionally, Mike 
discusses various psychedelics and how they could experientially contribute to 
Buddhist practice, and he offers guidance and suggestions for creating 
opportunities for the practicing of psychedelic Buddhism from meditation to 
picnicking with friends, including how to avoid unnecessary intrusion by curious 
onlookers. Pour yourself a nice cup of  amṛita 
, get your bottom properly 
positioned on that meditation cushion, and let Lama Mike Crowley show you a very 
different side of Buddhism and Buddhist practice that harkens back to the days 
when  amṛita 
and soma were much more than colored and flavored water. Let your 
bodhicitta flower like a visionary lotus of a thousand psychedelic petals. 
You just might discover that you’ve always been just what you’ve been looking 
for in the vast nondual emptiness of the dharmakaya.”

MARTIN W. BALL, PH.D., 
AUTHOR, VISIONARY ARTIST, AND HOST OF THE ENTHEOGENIC 
EVOLUTION PODCAST



PREFACE

WHAT IS A PSYCHEDELIC?

An Email to My Seven-Year-Old Granddaughter

Five years ago, I received an email from my granddaughter. I 
was delighted at the communication as it was my first email from her. It was 
brief and to the point. It said,

Dear Grandpa,

Could you please tell me about the drugs that make you see 
things?

Love,

E.

I mean, er . . . WHAT? As my granddaughter was only seven years old at the 
time, I was more than a little puzzled by this request. A phone call to her 
mother soon explained it, though. E. had asked her parents if ghosts were real, 
and they had replied, “Maybe, but there are lots of reasons why people might see 
things that aren’t there or misinterpret things that are.” They then listed 
several reasons including grief, sickness, insanity, and finally drugs. “But,” 
they said, “you should ask your grandad about that last one; he knows much more 
about that than we do.” Armed with that clarification, I responded thus:

Dear E.,

If you see something that is not really there, it’s called a 
hallucination. There are several drugs that will give you hallucinations, and 
many of these are plants. A few of these plants, like deadly nightshade, grow in 
England.

You may have already seen nightshade growing in hedgerows 
on your country walks. It’s quite a pretty plant with small white flowers and 
shiny fruit that look like blackcurrants. The word fruit here is just a 
scientific term and does not mean that they’re edible. In fact, the word 
deadly in the plant’s name should tell you that it’s best to just admire 
their appearance, not their taste.

For some reason, most of these hallucination-causing plants 
are also poisonous though that doesn’t seem to stop some people eating them on 
purpose. I have met a few of these people, and they report not only seeing 
people and animals that weren’t really there but also having conversations with 
them. Even with the animals!

These drugs are quite different from those called 
“psychedelic,” which can make you misinterpret something that really is there. 
For instance, someone under the influence of psychedelic drugs could see a 
coiled hosepipe and think it’s a snake. Just briefly, though, for maybe a second 
or two, before seeing it as something else, like a baby dragon or a miniature 
castle. Mostly, though, they merely make you see things with your eyes closed, 
like complicated colored patterns and fantastic landscapes.

For this reason, these psychedelic drugs were once called 
hallucinogens (hallucination causers), but scientists stopped using this 
name because these drugs didn’t really make you see things that weren’t actually 
there. Another name that’s no longer used for them is psychotomimetic, 
which means “imitating madness,” but this was found to be not very accurate 
either. Psychedelic is a more modern name meaning “showing [the contents 
of] the mind.” Another name is entheogenic, meaning “creating the god 
within.” I prefer psychedelic, though, because everyone has their own 
ideas of what the word god might mean and whether such a being could be 
created.

Unlike the nightshade type of drugs, the psychedelic drugs 
are (usually) not at all poisonous, nor are they usually habit forming. They are 
sometimes used medically, especially as they can make someone remember things 
that they’d long forgotten. People who have had very sad experiences often try 
to forget them and bury them deep in their mind. When they do this, although 
they can’t remember them easily, these buried memories can still cause them 
problems. That’s where the psychedelics are useful. When used with a specially 
trained doctor, patients may be coaxed to recall these sad experiences and talk 
about them with the doctor.

There are hundreds of psychedelic drugs, many of them 
invented by granddad’s friend Dr. Shulgin. The best-known psychedelic is called 
LSD, which is not one of Dr. Shulgin’s, and another wellknown one is a small 
mushroom that grows on grasslands all over England and especially Wales.

I hope this helps. If you have any questions, please email 
me again.

Love,

Granddad

This seemed to answer my granddaughter’s brief question as she 
didn’t email me back. I’m told that there was one direct consequence, however. 
When my son-in-law was mowing their lawn a few weeks later, she exclaimed, 
“Wait, Daddy, stop. There’s a mushroom! Don’t mow it. It might be one of the 
special ones that Granddad told me about.” Despite this “shroom” not being in 
any way psychoactive, I’m told that he obediently mowed around it.

This book is not about that first category, the drugs that make you see 
things that really aren’t there. It’s about the others, the psychedelics.



MERGING PSYCHEDELICS AND BUDDHISM

A NOTE ABOUT THIS BOOK

I personally remember an occasion when, in the mid-1980s, a 
young lady named Vanessa and I tried our first ever dose of MDMA in the area 
above Clifton Gorge, near Bristol, England. We began in a botanical garden but 
when the effects hit us, we headed for the solitude of the nearby woods and 
fields. After a few hours spent marveling at the miraculous manifestations of 
nature, Vanessa began expressing the view of reality that the experience 
provided. Despite having zero acquaintance with Buddhist philosophy, she began 
propounding the Mahāyāna view of total “voidness.” She even used the word 
unborn to describe the underlying no-thing-ness of reality. I was agog, not 
just because of her sudden burst of ancient wisdom, but because “unborn” is the 
literal translation of the Sanskrit word abhava, a technical term used in 
Mahāyāna scriptures for that very thing. (Or the same no-thing, if you 
see what I mean.)

Then, there was my own experience of Indra’s net. I had taken 1 teaspoon of 
cannabis tincture and, simply to counteract any possible somnolence, shared a 
tablet of Orange Sunshine, a variety of LSD, with two friends. Based on my 
previous experiences with the tincture, I expected the evening to be one of 
rapturous appreciation of music while slumped in an armchair. The LSD was mostly 
to keep me from nodding off to sleep if I got a bit too cozy. Admittedly, I 
welcomed the possibility that the psychedelic might add a splash of color, but I 
didn’t hold out too much hope for spiritual revelation. It was, after all, only 
a third of a tablet. I certainly didn’t expect the profound and inspiring vision 
that ensued.*1

It was 1970 and I was among a group of young people gathered at a house in 
the English countryside. The French windows opened onto the patio, and the 
scents of a warm summer evening wafted in from the garden. Friends chatted 
amicably, two pet rabbits hopped, apparently at random, through the deep shag 
carpet, and J. S. Bach’s The Art of Fugue emanated in geometrical 
precision from our host’s geeked-out hi-fi. This sublime music seemed perfect 
for my elevated state, so I closed my eyes and let the music transport me.

Then, appearing before my inner eye, like imagination only far more vivid, I 
beheld an infinite array of crystalline spheres, suspended in space within its 
own three dimensions. Each was so perfectly spherical and so perfectly clear 
that it contained within it the perfect reflection of every other sphere with 
infinitesimal accuracy.

But that’s only the visual part. It was apparent to me that each sphere was 
nothing but the reflection of every other sphere.

I am at a loss to explain exactly how I knew that each gem in the matrix was 
composed only of the reflections within it but, at the time, it was as obvious 
as the closed-eye visuals were resplendent. This “sight,” though internal and 
personal to me, was truly awe inspiring. It was as if I were witnessing hidden 
dimensions of space that exist in addition to, and at right angles to, the usual 
three dimensions. I rested in this vision, rapt in wonder, for what seemed an 
eternity, observing firsthand the matter/wave duality of quantum mechanics, 
while simultaneously witnessing a vision that seemed heavily laden with 
profound spiritual significance.

This was merely a few years after I had begun studying Buddhism and only a 
couple of months since I had formally become a Buddhist, having “taken refuge” 
on May 1 of that year. It was also some time before I had come across the 
philosophy of the 
Avataṃsaka Sūtra (in full, the Mahāvaipulya Buddhāvataṃsaka Sūtra, or 
the Great Extensive Sūtra of the Buddha’s Flower Garland), and its metaphor of 
Indra’s net:

The Buddhas know that all phenomena arise interdependently.

They know all world systems exhaustively.

They know that all phenomena in all worlds are interrelated 
as in Indra’s net.

AVATAṂSAKA SŪTRA

Unless we are familiar with the legend of Indra’s net, this last sentence is 
meaningless. Fortunately, an ancient Chinese sage has explained it for us:

The manner in which all phenomena interpenetrate is like an 
imperial net of celestial jewels extending in all directions infinitely, without 
limit. . . .

As for the imperial net of heavenly jewels, it is known as 
Indra’s net, a net which is made entirely of jewels. Because of the clarity of 
the jewels, they are all reflected in and enter into each other, ad infinitum. 
Within each jewel, simultaneously, is reflected the whole net. Ultimately, 
nothing comes or goes. If we now turn to [for instance] the southwest, we can 
pick one particular jewel and examine it closely. This individual jewel can 
immediately reflect the image of every other jewel.

As is the case with this jewel, this is furthermore the 
case with all the rest of the jewels—each and every jewel simultaneously and immediately reflects each and every 
other jewel, ad infinitum. The image of each of these limitless jewels is within 
one jewel, appearing brilliantly.*2

This was written by a seventh-century Chinese master known as Tu Shun 
(557–640 CE), founder of Huayan, a Chinese school of Mahāyāna Buddhism that 
eventually spread to Japan as Kegon. Apart from his apparent reluctance to 
engage with the topic of interpenetrating wave packets, Tu Shun’s description 
comes remarkably close to my experience. Until I read these words, I had assumed 
that my vision had been a private, personal revelation. The discovery that I 
shared the experience with an ancient Chinese sage who had described my trip in 
detail a full twelve centuries before I had been born led me to two possible 
conclusions:


	The experience of Indra’s net is universal, available to a few profound 
	meditators. In which case:

    By witnessing Indra’s net, I had inadvertently stumbled upon 
	an alternative route to the wisdom of the ages: psychedelics.

	The experience is attainable only through psychedelics. In which 
	case:

    If Buddhists of earlier centuries had witnessed Indra’s net, 
	then they must have taken psychedelics to do so, with the corollaries that 
	ancient Buddhists had no problem with psychedelics, and moreover employed 
	them to great effect.



Whichever of these alternatives was in fact the case, Tu Shun’s 
explanation of my vision was thrilling confirmation that I was on the right 
track and that if used correctly, psychedelics held the key to deeper spiritual 
exploration. But, I wondered, what if I combined the two, using both meditation 
and psychedelics? Among the consequences of that long-gone moment of insight 
was the creation of this very book, to help others apply these miraculous 
compounds in a system of self-improvement and profound insight. I also became 
interested in art that evoked similar elevated states to those experienced with 
psychedelics. You can see some of my work, as well as the work of Mark Henson 
and Gwyllm Llwydd, in the color insert of this book.

After my previous book, Secret Drugs of Buddhism,  which detailed the 
use of psychedelics (amṛita) in the history of Buddhism, I received a 
lot of inquiries along the lines of, “Yes, that’s very gratifying to hear that 
psychedelics were used in Buddhism but exactly how were they used?” and 
“Are there any Buddhist groups that use psychedelics? I’d like to join one.” 
This book is an attempt to answer such questions.

If you would like to use psychedelics in conjunction with Buddhist practice, 
I have given some guidelines here, but I’m afraid you’ll have to work out the 
details. As to psychedelic Buddhist groups, they may well exist but are probably 
secret for security reasons. There is the Psychedelic Sangha (with branches in 
New York, San Francisco, and Denver), but as it embraces Hinduism and New Age, 
too, why not try starting a group yourself?

I have attempted to define any terminology that may be unfamiliar at its 
first use, but as these definitions sometimes do not stick, there is a glossary 
at the back for your use. The glossary also contains some terms that are not 
discussed in the following pages with the hope that you may return to this book 
as a reference as you continue on your journey toward becoming a psychedelic 
Buddhist. And while I have attempted to be as helpful as possible in this 
manual, I advise you not rely entirely on books, not even this one. I mean it. 
This book may be fine (or barely adequate, depending on your point of view) as 
an introduction to psychedelics and to Buddhism, but I doubt that it can bring 
you to full enlightenment. In that regard, there is nothing that can replace 
regular meditation practice and a wise teacher who is prepared to listen to you, 
to dispense apposite advice, and best of all, to point out the nature of 
reality. Please try to find one.




INTRODUCTION

[image: image]

THE LINEAGE OF PSYCHEDELIC 
BUDDHISM


CAN A BUDDHIST TAKE DRUGS?

Well, of course they can, and why shouldn’t they? In addressing 
this question, many people will raise the topic of the fifth precept of the vows 
for laypersons. If we examine the history of this precept though, we find that, 
originally, this precept referred only to alcohol. Besides, and more 
importantly, these vows are purely optional and not a formal prerequisite of 
Buddhism, which actually has no dogma.

That being said, however, some Buddhist teachers, such as Thích Nhất Hạnh, 
may say no while others (usually privately) say yes. I think I understand why 
Thai, as his students called him, may have instructed his followers not to take 
any drugs, including psychedelics, and that is because he is a Mahāyāna 
teacher who wishes his students to come to grips with “reality,” without any 
intervening lenses or filters. This does not apply to all Buddhists, though, 
just those who have opted to take the fifth precept in this specific tradition.

The first Tibetan teacher in the United States, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, 
like Thích Nhất Hạnh, advised most people against psychedelics but, when I knew 
him in Great Britain, he was much more nuanced in his attitude. I heard him 
speak to the matronly, uppermiddle-class ladies at the Buddhist Society of the 
United Kingdom, telling them that they really should try LSD (it was still legal 
at that time). Meanwhile, he was telling some (but not all) of the hippies he 
lived with that they should stop taking LSD. If I understand his 
reasoning, it was this: many of the ladies at the Buddhist Society had fixed 
ideas (about Buddhism and about life generally) that they needed to dispel, 
whereas some of the hippies “did not take LSD seriously enough.”*3 When he left 
for the United States, he told my teacher (a lifelong friend of his) that he 
intended to “teach tantra,” although he planned to omit one element of the 
teaching because he had “seen how Westerners misuse it.” I am sure that, by 
this, he meant the psychedelic sacrament of  Vajrayāna Buddhism, known in 
Sanskrit as  amṛita

Some adherents of Buddhism are prone to employ the logical fallacy known as 
the "no true Scotsman" argument in discussing this subject. This fallacious 
logic follows the lines of the assertion that no Scotsman puts sugar on his 
porridge. But if someone objects that their next-door neighbor, Hamish McGregor, 
is Scottish and eats porridge with sugar for breakfast every morning, this 
statement is greeted with the claim that Hamish McGregor is not a "true 
Scotsman." If we simply substitute Buddhist for Scotsman and LSD for sugar, we 
find that precisely the same paradigm is being applied, despite the recent 
statements to the contrary by many Tibetan teachers of Vajrayāna Buddhism.





MODERN LAMAS AND OTHERS

Anyone who knew Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche when he was still in 
Great Britain, and anyone who has watched recent videos of Dzongsar Khyentse 
Rinpoche on YouTube, may have caught glimpses of them stating, explicitly, that 
they knew of and had taken psychedelics. There are others from the Tibetan 
lineages (such as Chagdud Tulku) who have had intimate knowledge of 
psychedelics, especially  amṛita 
 (or dud-tsi) but have kept their acquaintance 
with them private or shared them only with intimate disciples.

Alan Watts was a communicator who was well-versed in Zen Buddhism and in 
Taoism. He had joined what was then the Buddhist Lodge of the Theosophical 
Society (later, the Buddhist Society of the UK) in the 1920s. His books were 
well-received by the Buddhist Society, and his lectures were extremely popular 
there. Until, that is, he published The Joyous Cosmology, a short book 
that promoted the effects of LSD, especially in regard to Buddhism.
As a result 
of this book, anyone who had taken LSD (and was foolish enough to admit the 
fact) was debarred from membership of that group.

This was the kind of bizarre reaction that caused Timothy Leary to make his 
famous statement: “LSD is a psychedelic drug which occasionally causes psychotic 
behavior in people who have not taken it.”




SHOULD A BUDDHIST TAKE DRUGS?

It is said that logic and reasoning are all well and good as far 
as the samsaric viewpoint of “relative truth” is concerned, but they cannot take 
you all the way to enlightenment and “absolute truth.” In Buddhism, this 
deficiency is usually remedied by the practice of meditation. Meditation is 
certainly the traditional means of realizing nondual awareness, but is it the 
only possible path to liberation?

Other spiritual traditions have developed various methods of attainment. The 
Hindus have various yogas (hatha, raja, karma, adya, and more), the Mevlevi 
Sufis whirl in dance, Native Americans have vision quests, Australian aborigines 
have walkabouts, and so on. These are all yogas of a sort; they just don’t all 
come from India. And if these alternatives truly bring liberation, why should 
we, as Buddhists, reject them? Surely not from either attachment to our own 
traditions or from aversion to those of outsiders.

The weakest argument against the spiritual efficacy of LSD that I have ever 
encountered was in an article in the U.S. Buddhist magazine Tricycle. In 
this article, the author stated that, though he had once taken a significant 
quantity of LSD, enough to see “tracers”*4 he said, nothing was revealed to him 
that he could not have read in a book. This merely demonstrates that LSD does 
not, in and of itself, induce a spiritual state every time, in every person, and 
at every dosage. It is by no means an argument that LSD never induces a 
spiritual state at any time, in any person, and at any dosage. Indeed, the Johns 
Hopkins University team that studied the effects of psilocybin published a paper 
on the remarkable number of times the administration of this drug
did bring about a mystical state of mind and with long-lasting effects, 
too. I’m sure that, with the right approach, similar results could be found 
using LSD.

As to learning no more than could be found in a book, my answer to this is to 
ask the questions, Have you ever had kidney stones? Did they hurt? and Is it 
possible that you could have come to a full understanding of that degree of pain 
by simply reading about it? I feel that this difference between book learning 
and direct experience was the distinction that was being made by HH the 3rd 
Karmapa when he stated that, while Sūtra Mahāmudrā (based on the 
Prajñaparamitā Sūtra, Samādhirājā Sūtra, and their commentaries) might bring 
you to an intellectual understanding of voidness, a Vajrayāna empowerment (in 
which the sacred psychedelic, amṛita, is consumed) brings you into direct 
contact with it.

Having said all that, I should emphasize that simply taking psychedelics is 
not necessarily sufficient to have this experience. There are plenty of 
psychedelicists who frequently take LSD before going dancing, hiking, or to a 
concert, purely for the aesthetic enhancement it confers, with no spiritual 
effect whatever. For these effects to manifest it is better that you have a 
well-informed guide on hand to act as a secure point of calm amid the maelstrom 
of thoughts and emotions that may occur. Or, even more to the point, a skillful 
guru to point out the enlightened nature of your own mind, also known as 
Buddha-nature.




“PERMISSIBLE” ALTERNATIVES TO MEDITATION

It would be hard to find a practicing Buddhist who has dogmatic 
objections to sensory deprivation tanks, flashing lights, or neural feedback. 
Yet all of these can cause profound shifts in consciousness such as those that 
may be achieved with psychedelics. However, due to having been labeled “drugs,” 
many Buddhists find psychedelics simply unacceptable. This is most odd as these 
compounds offer a simpler and far more direct route to profound insight and 
lasting mental health. Before exploring the properties of psychedelics, we will 
examine a few of these “drug-free” paths.

Sensory Deprivation

In the Western culture of the twenty-first century, there are 
many technical tools that can alter states of consciousness. One such tool, the 
flotation tank, could be said to offer a form of meditation experience. 
Originating with sensory deprivation experiments in the 1950s, these “tanks” 
allow you to float in dark silence in a body-temperature solution of Epsom salt. 
The temperature and high concentration of the brine minimizes the sensation of 
touch and maximizes buoyancy. Deprived of sensory input, the brain invents its 
own. It is not uncommon, therefore, for participants to have visions, hear 
sounds, and so on, as quite realistically portrayed on The Simpsons in 
“Make Way for Lisa” (season 10, ep. 16).

This is comparable, both in the sensory deprivation and the ensuing visions, 
to the “dark retreats” of Tibet’s Nyingma lineage, wherein a yogin confines 
themselves to a lightless cave for 49 days to study the nature of the shi-tro 
deities, which are described in the Bardo T’ ödol (better known in the 
West as the Tibetan Book of the Dead).*5 
It is certainly possible for all thoughts to cease (and even for participants to 
observe the nature of mind) in these tanks, but that is not their usual purpose, 
unlike the dark retreats of Tibetan Buddhism.


Mind Lamps

In 1963, Dr. W. Grey Walter, in his book The Living Brain, 
described how, when the brain’s nerve cells (neurons) fire, they cause a minute 
ripple of electrostatic energy. Sometimes many neurons fire in synchrony, 
causing tiny waves of electrical potential. Changes in brain state (and hence 
mental state) produce changes in the frequency of these waves. Eventually, 
ranges of these frequencies were assigned names taken from the Greek alphabet. 
Thus, the first ranges to be discovered were named, in order of increasing 
frequency, alpha, beta, and gamma. But the sequence did not hold for the later 
discoveries of delta and theta waves, as they are at much lower frequency 
ranges. Here are all the ranges, arranged by frequency:



	Name
	Minimum Hz – Maximum Hz
	Associated Mental State



	Delta
	0.1 – 3.0
	Unconsciousness, dreamless sleep



	Theta
	4.0 – 7.0
	Not well known, little data



	Alpha
	7.0 – 12.0
	Daydreaming, on “autopilot”



	Beta
	12.0 – 38.0
	Active thinking



	Gamma
	38.0 – 100.0
	Conscious attention




Brion Gysin first experimented with the effects of rapidly 
flashing lights on closed eyelids in the early 1960s. Since then, such 
stroboscopic devices, or mind lamps, have become far more sophisticated and some 
also include sound as well as light. Basically, these headsets use light (and 
possibly sound) to induce specific mental states by amplifying certain 
frequencies of these brain waves. The resultant brain state is therefore 
dependent on the device, requiring no effort on behalf of the user, and its 
effects dissipate soon after the experience. Thus, these devices may introduce 
you to a pleasant state but do not provide training in inducing the state 
endogenously, without the flashing lights. For these reasons, most Buddhists 
look elsewhere, preferring mind training to an externally induced mind state, no 
matter how tranquil.

Neural Feedback

A far more nuanced approach to the brain’s electrical activity 
is used by neural feedback. Due to the expense of the equipment, this is 
currently employed only as a medical procedure but has considerable potential 
for consciousness exploration and mind training. Unlike the mind lamps, neural 
feedback does not simply induce a state, it is a training regimen that teaches 
the subject how to achieve it on her own.

A typical neural feedback session requires special equipment, a technically 
skilled operator, and two laptop computers—one for the operator and one for the 
subject. The subject wears a close-fitting cap that contains a network of 
sensitive electrodes. These electrodes detect the brain’s neural activity and 
relay it to a laptop computer where an application analyzes and displays the 
details on the operator’s screen. Not only does this allow the operator to 
observe the activity of specific areas of the subject’s brain, but the subject 
can be taught how this activity may be modified.

Unlike the operator who sees the nitty-gritty details on her laptop, the 
subject sees only a neutral image, a landscape perhaps. Let’s say, as an 
example, that the goal of the procedure is to decrease the activity of the 
default mode network (DMN). In this case, the operator links the subject’s DMN 
activity to the landscape (or whatever the image is), where it appears as a gray 
mist, obscuring the image. The subject is then told to remove the mist, using 
only her mind. No instructions are given but, even without mental effort, random 
fluctuations of DMN activity will cause the mist to vary in opacity. From the 
subject’s point of view, the process consists of multiple repetitions of 
thinking, I don’t know what I did just then, but it cleared the mist, so I’ 
ll keep doing it. Eventually, after a course of sessions, the subject 
becomes able to remove the mist (i.e., turn off the DMN) at will without the 
expensive equipment and operator’s fees.

I must confess that I deliberately chose the DMN as it is a fairly recent 
discovery that has been implicated in the construction of identity. That is, it 
has been posited as the part of the brain that generates the notions of “me” and 
“something else.” Indeed, one neural feedback technician has assured me that she 
can train people to reduce their DMN activity at will and by doing so enter a 
nondual, egoless state.

Lucid Dreaming

A dream is said to be “lucid” whenever the dreamer realizes 
that she (or he) is dreaming. As a practice, it is comparable to the yoga of the 
dream path, one of Nāropa’s famous six yogasas practiced in Tibet. Unlike lucid 
dreaming, the dream yoga does not involve any contraptions or other 
paraphernalia.*6 By contrast, the practice of lucid dreaming may involve devices 
such as Stephen LaBerge’s DreamLight, which can alert a sleeper to the onset of 
dreaming without waking them, thus enabling the dreamer’s smooth passage into 
the lucid state. This DreamLight works by means of a special eye mask that 
includes detectors for rapid eye movements (REM), which activate tiny LED 
lights. LaBerge also introduced the use of galantamine, a substance originally 
found in the Caucasian snowdrop, which is almost foolproof in its induction of 
lucid dreams.




PSYCHEDELICS

Surely, some (if not all) of these above practices and devices 
approximate the use of psychedelics. If these can be allowed, then why not 
psychedelic drugs? Is it possible that, simply by being called “drugs,” they 
have been tarred with the same brush as heroin and methamphetamine? Surely this 
is merely confirmation of Dr. Alexander Shulgin’s comment, “Psychedelics are 
like dolphins, caught in the tuna nets of the drug war.”

Until recently, psychedelic activity was thought to be due to the
activation of the brain’s serotonin receptors (especially 5-HT2A, and
5-HT2C), and, with some, the µ-opioid and dopamine sites. Recently,
it has been shown that psychedelics also cause a decrease in the activity
of the DMN, which maintains the impression (Buddhists would say
“
illusion”) of a personal self, otherwise known as the ego.

It is true that, for some people, psychedelics can produce ill effects. They 
can be scary, even terrifying for those who have too much of their self-image 
tied up in fallacious concepts, fantasies that may be easily shattered by simple 
chemical compounds. This book addresses two categories of people—Buddhists and 
psychonauts—so I have not given much warning of these deleterious effects of 
psychedelics. I have assumed that knowledgeable Buddhist meditators would have 
experience with methods of dismantling the “ego” and that psychonauts would 
already be able to deal with whatever a psychedelic substance cares to throw 
their way. But I have included a few warnings for those who, despite having 
meditated for years, may have been barking up the wrong tree all this time and 
for those psychonauts who have become a little bit too blasé about these 
powerful compounds.

Recreational Use

In practice, there is no such thing as a purely recreational 
psychedelic. Even at a low dosage, one cannot guarantee that the experience will 
be entirely epiphany free. Mind-blowing revelations can occur on any trip, 
regardless of the material, the dosage, or the surrounding circumstances. 
Besides, psychoactive substances that provide only pleasant experiences are more 
likely to produce dependence than independence.

There are sincere spiritual seekers who embark upon sessions of what we might 
call “artificially induced synaptic enhancement” without any mental training or 
preparation, the mind being allowed to wander, freely and haphazardly. There is 
certainly benefit in this, and many revelations may occur that are often of 
value on a personal, psychological level, though this approach does have its 
hazards. Quite a few people, unprepared for the intensity of the trip, assume 
that they must have died. On occasion, when acting as a guide, I have been 
asked, in all seriousness, “Have I died?” by a perplexed but quite obviously 
still living tripper. This phenomenon is so common, in fact, that it has been 
given the acronym DIED, standing for “drug-induced ego dissolution.” Such 
profound ontological conundrums as this may be more than someone might be 
prepared to deal with on the dance floor, in a crowded club, or at a noisy 
concert. It is best, therefore, to treat all dosages of all psychedelics with 
respect—as sacraments.

Recreational Misuse

It is possible to misuse these psychedelic drugs, mostly by 
attachment. Such attachments are not to the drugs per se but to the behavior 
surrounding them. They are not, generally, habit-forming (although anyone 
considering taking ketamine should consider this possibility very seriously), 
but there is a tendency to use the psychedelic materials to heighten experience, 
a joint before a soak in the tub, a tab of Molly before clubbing, a hit of acid 
before the concert, and so on. I hesitate to tell people how to use these 
compounds, but I would like to offer a warning to be careful. Please don’t use 
them heedlessly. Treat each of them as a tool for entering into a world of 
wonder.




CAN PSYCHEDELICS EVER BE BUDDHIST?

The terma (hidden text) tradition of Tibetan Buddhism 
lists the following several paths to enlightenment:

Liberation by seeing

Liberation by hearing

Liberation by tasting

Liberation by wearing [amulets]

Liberation by thinking

“Liberation by hearing” is exemplified by the Tibetan Book of the Dead, 
the real name of which—Bardo T’ödol—translates as “liberation from the 
bardo by hearing.” The title Tibetan Book of the Dead was devised by 
the publisher of the first English translation (1927) in order to cash in on the 
then bestselling Egyptian Book of the Dead. Bardo, meaning “gap,” 
refers to the period between death and rebirth.

“Liberation by thinking” refers to skillful use of logic, as used in some 
Mahāyāna schools of philosophy, and “tasting” means not just touching something 
with the tongue but full ingestion by swallowing. Perhaps “eating” or 
“consuming” might have been better choices, but “tasting” conveys the potency of 
the substances, suggesting that a mere taste is enough.

Plant Goddesses

In some instances, psychoactive plants are considered to be 
goddesses. Take, for instance, the case of the Tibetan yogin Kyepo Yeshe Dorje 
(one of the “four close sons” of the great eleventhto twelfth-century Tibetan 
teacher, Gampopa) who, while on a “sacred mountain,” ate a plant called 
lingchen. The sacredness of the site is attested to by its indigenous 
psychedelic plants, the effects of which are attributed to the chthonic 
goddesses of that specific site. The Tibetan word for these “goddesses” is 
khandromas (sky walkers), a translation of the Sanskrit ḍākinīs. 
Originally, in Indian folklore, ḍākinī meant “witch,” but in Buddhist 
use its meaning is heavily dependent on context. Its multiple meanings range 
from a cannibal inhabitant of charnel grounds to a fully enlightened woman, and 
from our own innate wisdom, which steers us away from samsara, or “cyclic 
existence,” and toward enlightenment, to more mundanely, a lama’s wife. In 
keeping with the polysemic nature of the ḍākinī, in this case she 
is, at one and the same time, the plant, its revealer, and the supernormal 
powers it confers.

Author of The Cult of Crystal Mountain, professor Toni Huber tells us 
that “Because he was given some lingchen herb by the field protector, 
sky-going-lady and her two sisters, Kyepo obtained the mundane paranormal 
powers, beginning with levitation.” The phrase “paranormal powers, beginning 
with levitation” is a literary trope for the eight siddhis the 
list of which normally begins with levitation, sometimes called “the power of 
flight,” and sometimes the siddhi is a magic sword that confers flight. 
Unfortunately, as with many Tibetan herbs, the precise identity of the 
psychotropic herb lingchen is unclear. One description is “a species of tall 
herb resembling a wild onion,” although most dictionaries identify it with the 
Indian grass, kusa. This grass species can play host to an Acrimonium 
fungus, which produces ergolines more abundantly than the ergot fungus. This 
endocytic fungus is a rich source of ergine, a lysergic amide (LSA) that is a 
psychedelic compound related to LSD and can easily be extracted as an aqueous 
solution.

Note that, while the goddess gave the plant to Kyepo, she is also the plant 
itself. Such khandromas are said to be identified with both the plant and with 
its psychoactive effects. This is a crucial point that sheds an entirely 
different light on the goddesses to be found in Indian Vajrayāna scriptures.  
The  Cakrasaṃvara Tantra, for instance, lists Indian pilgrimage 
sites and the distinctive kind of “women” to be found at each. Each of these 
“women” is described in sufficient detail that the pious devotee would have no 
difficulty picking her out in a crowd, especially when “she is yellow and dark 
blue” and smells like “śirissa blossoms” or she is “red and yellow” and 
smells like a combination of jasmine and campaka flowers. Are these 
really goddesses, or are they in fact plants? Of course, the (male-oriented) 
tantra makes it clear that if the (male) practitioner were to have sex with any 
of the seven “women” thus described, this sex will lead to enlightenment.

Suppose we take the giant step of assuming that these oddly colored and 
strangely scented beings are not actually women but are instead psychoactive 
plants in coded disguise. What then, is this “sex” that leads to enlightenment? 
Surely, this must be a metaphor for the psychedelic experience that results from 
ingesting these plants. Could it be, then, that all tantric sex is really 
about drugs? Of course, while it would be foolish to generalize with 
insufficient evidence, it is certainly a notion that is worthy of consideration.

Traditional Buddhist Use of Amṛita

We first hear of amṛita, the Vajrayāna sacrament, in the Hindu 
sacred text, the Rig Veda, which was composed some time before 1,500 BCE. 
In this, and in the three later Vedas (the Sama, Yajur, and Atharva), 
it is used as a synonym for soma, an apparently psychoactive sacrament that was 
created and consumed exclusively by Brahmin priests during their soma rituals. 
Brahmin priests have continued their rituals with “soma” up to the present day, 
but their modern drug has no psychoactive properties, which indicates that it 
cannot be the same plant that was used by their forebears 3,000 years ago.

The Vedas and their associated rituals gradually fell from favor and were 
replaced around 500 BCE by Vedanta, Sanskrit for “end of Veda,” and the 
śravaka religions that grew up around that time. Some of these, particularly 
Buddhism, gained much popularity and flourished, often with royal approval and 
funding. Buddhism acquired a more sophisticated philosophy while broadening its 
demographic to include laypersons among its practitioners. Eventually, it even 
included gods from Hinduism (particularly Śiva, who was imported many times 
under many different names) although these gods were completely reinterpreted, 
and their symbols and attributes were given different meanings.

In Buddhism’s final (tantric) stage, it adopted the use of amṛita. Whether or 
not it was the same as the  amṛita 
 of later Buddhists is exceedingly difficult to 
say, but we must assume that it was some sort of psychoactive, and probably 
psychedelic, plant or fungus. In the texts used in tantric Buddhism, it is clear 
that psychedelics were used, although their precise identities are hidden.

While I am making the case that  amṛita 
 was part of a continuous tradition of 
psychedelic use, I freely admit that I am not following the best practice of 
historians in presenting hypotheses that contradict my own. My problem is that 
there just aren’t any credible alternative explanations. I use the term 
credible because the only explanations available are those to be found in 
myths, legends, and religious symbolism. For example, if we inquire into the 
origin of amṛita, we find that it was created by churning the world ocean, 
which, before this event, was made entirely of milk. At least, that’s what many 
Hindu Purṇ as and some Buddhist legends claim (e.g., the Tibetan 
Dri-med Zhal-treng).

Included in many of these myths is the curious “explanation” of why Śiva’s 
throat is blue. This is comparable to the “just so” stories that “explain” why 
the sea is salty or why the robin has a red breast. Thus, to ask such a question 
about Śiva seems to imply that he is actually real and familiar to many. My 
Secret Drugs of Buddhism argues, by way of Sanskrit wordplay and Hindu 
iconography, that his blue throat is a simple pun and a cryptic allusion to a 
psychedelic mushroom with a blue stem

At this point, I imagine many Buddhist readers are patting themselves on the 
back for not worshipping Śiva. If so, and if they are of the Mahāyāna 
persuasion, they may find the following revelation to be disturbing . . . Śiva 
is Avalokiteśvara! This family relationship is not, I hasten to add, one of my 
own deductions; far from it. The world’s foremost expert in Buddhist iconography 
is professor Lokesh Chandra, a prolific author and chairman of the Indian 
Council of Historical Research. In his fifteen-volume magnum opus, Dictionary 
of Buddhist Iconography, Dr. Chandra details the evolution of a local deity 
called Lokeśvara (place lord) from identification with Śiva to adoption as a 
Buddhist bodhisattva named Avalokiteśvara.

My own addition was to point out that Avalokiteśvara, at least in his 
eleven-headed form, wears the symbols of Rudra, the Vedic precursor of Śiva, in 
the form of his deerskin shawl, medicine flask, and bow and arrow. Have you ever 
wondered why he has eleven heads? Buddhist myth tells that his head burst into 
several pieces, but not why there were precisely eleven of those pieces. I 
suggest that it’s related to the “eleven rudras” referred to in the Vedas. 
Several verses of the Yajur Veda refer to “red rudras” and “blue-throated 
rudras” being “scattered upon the earth,” very much as if they were different 
species of mushroom. Finally, Avalokiteśvara shares Śiva’s blue throat. Again, 
if we ask why, we are met with mythic or symbolic answers. In Śiva’s case we are 
told that it is because, at the legendary churning of the ocean, he saved the 
world from poisoning by swallowing the deadly hālāhala, a toxic byproduct 
of making amṛita.

But what of Avalokiteśvara? He is never described as taking part in the 
churning of the ocean, so why is his throat blue? I think it no coincidence that 
he too is said to have saved the world by swallowing poison but, in this case, 
it’s the very Buddhist “three poisons” of attraction, repulsion, and ignorance. 
This very Buddhist exegesis is clearly a reinterpretation of an existing symbol 
nexus. It could mean that the original reference to a blue-staining psychedelic 
mushroom has been discarded in favor of a new drug-free version. Perhaps that 
was the purpose of that particular explanation, but it cannot be the whole 
story as other forms of Avalokiteśvara have direct connections to amṛita, such 
as his one-faced, two-armed aspect whose right hand (resting on his knee, palm 
forward in the gesture of giving) drips the psychedelic potion.

It should be noted that Avalokiteśvara was not the sole instance of Śiva 
being imported into Buddhism.
He was adopted on several occasions, as Mahākāla, 
Vajrabhairava, Iśana, Isa, and many others. In medieval India, the prefix Vajra 
was used to indicate “the Buddhist version of ” Thus, Vajrabhairava was 
understood to mean Buddhist Bhairava, where Bhairava, literally meaning 
“terrifier,” was the name of a wellknown version of Śiva who is still worshipped 
by many in Nepal. The Nepalese version is depicted as an intensely wrathful 
version of Śiva, but the Buddhist version, Vajrabhairava, has the head of a 
buffalo. Why? The traditional explanation is that its two horns symbolize the 
“two truths”: absolute and relative. Would not two wings have worked? Or two 
horns of a goat? Or even his two ears? We are not told why the head of 
Vajrabhairava is specifically that of a water buffalo.

I argue that it’s because he was a version of Śiva, the apotheosis of a 
psychedelic mushroom, but whereas the usual form of Śiva represented the 
blue-staining Psilocybe cubensis, famously found on cowpats, Bhairava was 
a different species of mushroom, the small but highly potent Panaeolus 
cambodginiensis, which grows only on the dung of water buffalos. A 
corollary to this hypothesis may be that it explains the name Bhairava itself. 
Such a powerful psychedelic could easily be referred to as “the terrifier.”

Of course, this idea is merely a suggestion, an educated guess that is 
vulnerable to being shot down by a better explanation. But are the rival 
explanations better than mine? Unfortunately, no alternative, scholarly 
hypotheses have been offered. The only other explanations are the mythic and 
symbolic exegeses noted above and those following below.

Tales of Buddhist Psychonauts

The tales of Nāgārjuna and Karṇaripa and of Pema Lingpa provide 
potentially more “evidence” of the traditional Buddhist use of amṛita.

Nāgārjuna and Karṇaripa/Āryadeva

It must be said that Nāgārjuna in this story is not the 
same Nāgārjuna who, according to legend, was given the Mahāyāna sūtras by the 
nāgas. Several centuries must have intervened between Nāgārjuna the philosopher 
and Nāgārjuna the siddha. Tibetans seldom make that distinction, however. 
Nāgārjuna, they explain, had the secret of  amṛita 
 and is, therefore, immortal.

Of the four lives in which Nāgārjuna plays the role of guru, three are brief 
and lacking in detail, but the fourth is a story in which  amṛita 
is central to 
the narrative. This is the tale of Āryadeva, which is particularly interesting 
as it describes siddhas making  amṛita 
 by urinating into a bucket. Presumably, 
this is related to the secret of amṛita, which Nāgārjuna learned from the 
worldly, unenlightened, non-Buddhist Vyāli.

In his paper Soma Siddhas and Alchemical Enlightenment: Psychedelic 
Mushrooms in Buddhist Tradition, Scott Hajicek-Dobberstein uncovers an 
abundance of clues in the tale of the siddha Karṇaripa that indicate that, at 
least for some siddhas, one version of  amṛita 
 was the fly agaric mushroom. The 
story can be summarized as follows:

A monk who had been miraculously born (emerging from a 
lotus blossom, like Padmasambhava), Karṇaripa excels as a scholar, but even 
though he has a hundred thousand scholar-monks in his charge, he is dissatisfied 
with his lack of realization. He seeks instruction from the great alchemist and 
guru Nāgārjuna, who he eventually finds in a forest, collecting ingredients for 
an elixir of immortality. Nāgārjuna initiates him into the practice of the 
“secret assembly” and takes him as his pupil.

Both Nāgārjuna and Karṇaripa beg for alms in the 
nearby town. They return to the hermitage to eat, but Karṇaripa has been given 
“delicious food,” whereas Nāgārjuna has not. This causes Nāgārjuna to scold 
Karṇaripa, telling him to collect only what may be held on the end of a pin. 
The townswomen find a way around this restriction by baking a wheat cake topped 
with “various kinds of delicious food” and balance this on the pin.
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Figure 1. In this Mongolian print, Āryadeva (a.k.a. Karṇaripa ) stands on one leg before a pine tree (an Amanita muscaria host species). 
Note also the parasol, a possible mushroom reference, hovering overhead.

Karṇaripa offers this delicacy to his guru, who eats it 
hungrily but, due to the deceptive nature of the ruse, tells Karṇaripa that he 
must remain at the forest hut. Even so, a tree goddess brings him food and 
reveals her entire body to him Upon Nāgārjuna’s return, Karṇaripa offers him 
this food and describes how he received it from the goddess. The guru finds her 
tree, but she reveals only “her arm, up to the shoulder.” For this reason, 
Nāgārjuna asks her, “You actually showed your form to my student? Why do you not 
show it to me?”

From the pine tree comes the answer, “Obviously, you 
have not abandoned a portion of your defilement. Your student has completely 
abandoned his defilement, so he saw me.” Master and student discuss this 
response then both agree that they “need to eat the alchemical medicine.” 
Nāgārjuna gave a portion of it to “A¯ryadeva who was called Karṇaripa ” and 
eats some himself.

Karṇaripa smears some of the “alchemical medicine” on a 
dead tree, which bursts into leaf. Nāgārjuna, offended at the waste, demands 
that Karṇaripa produce elixir for him. Karṇaripa complies by urinating into 
a pot full of water and stirring it with a twig, thus turning it into “a pot of 
elixir.” He hands it to his guru, whereupon Nāgārjuna applies it to another dead 
tree, which immediately bursts into leaf. Nāgārjuna interprets this as an 
indication of his pupil’s attainment, and Karṇaripa floats up into the sky 
where he is seen by a female follower. She begs for, and is given, one of Karṇaripa’s eyes. From here on, the monk is known as Ᾱryadeva the One-Eyed.

He continues to levitate to the height of seven palm 
trees when he performs an inverted prostration to his guru and disappears in a 
shower of flowers.

In many disparate cultures, “one-eyed” is a term commonly applied to the 
Amanita muscaria mushroom. This is due to its appearance as the bright red 
cap begins to split the white universal veil, looking like a bright red eye with 
white eyelids peering up through the undergrowth. For most of his brief 
hagiography, the siddha is called Karṇaripa which, as Hajicek-Dobberstein points 
out, derives from the Sanskrit Karṇaripa meaning, “one-eyed, monoculous, blind 
of one eye” and in Tibetan he is called Michikpa (one-eyed). We are led to 
believe that he was given this name because he donated his right eye to an 
anonymous lady follower, yet this does not happen until the end of the story. It 
would make more sense if we were told that this was when he became known as 
Karṇaripa but, instead, he acquires the name Āryadeva. There were at least two 
Nāgārjunas, the first being the celebrated first-century philosopher of the 
Mahāyāna, and the second, a much later Vajrayāna siddha-alchemist. The 
Tibetan tradition treats these two as the same person. Curiously, they both had 
a student called Āryadeva, and the Tibetans conflate these, too. In the case of 
Karṇaripa, Hajicek-Dobberstein sees his miraculous birth and other attributes as 
clues that this “oneeyed one” is, in fact, a thinly veiled reference to the 
Amanita muscaria mushroom itself.

Buddhist theoretical texts, the Abhidharma, classify beings according to 
their mode of birth: egg born, womb born, and so on. The final category is 
miraculously born. As mushrooms have no perceptible seed, ancient cultures often 
attributed their sudden appearance to lightning bolts or to the sound of 
thunder. Lotus flowers lift themselves above the muddy water before opening. 
When open, the circular flower on a long gracile stem could easily function as a 
symbolic substitute for a mushroom, especially as it is a plant that, like 
mushrooms, grows in wet, muddy places.

It is no great stretch of the imagination to see a wheat cake, perhaps 
studded with sugar, balanced on a pin as the Amanita muscaria mushroom. 
The shiny red cap of a fresh fly agaric, adorned with its glistening white 
spots, would not look all that incongruous on a restaurant’s dessert cart. The 
“pin” is, of course, the mushroom’s stem. Instantly recognizing the psychoactive 
mushroom, the guru “eats it hungrily.”

The relevance of the tree goddess is that Amanita muscaria cannot grow 
except in a mycorrhizal relationship with the roots of a tree. R. Gordon Wasson 
cites several examples of female tree spirits in legends about the Amanita 
muscaria mushroom. When we are told that the goddess reveals only her arm, 
we must assume this means that Nāgārjuna found only an immature specimen, just 
thrusting up through the soil.

The “alchemical medicine” or “elixir” is, of course, amṛita. Also, “secret 
assembly” is the name of a seminal Vajrayāna scripture, the Guhyasamāja 
Tantra. Could it be that Nāgārjuna made his “elixir of immortality” simply 
by eating Amanita muscaria mushrooms and urinating into a bucket? Was 
this the alchemical process for which he was renowned? If so, Āryadeva soon 
catches on as he replaces the elixir by urinating into a pot of water himself. 
The potency and reju-venating power of this  amṛita 
 is demonstrated by causing 
dead trees to sprout leaves. Though the tale is brief, it takes pains to inform 
us that Karṇaripa/Āryadeva urinated into a pot that was 
already full. Hajicek-Dobberstein points out that this is an allusion to the 
pūrṇa-ghaṭa (brimming vessel), a standard trope for “abundance, 
plenty” in Indian art. We might also recognize the  amṛita 
 vessel that forms part 
of the ritual bell handle and that overflows in the four cardinal directions.

As we can see from the story of Āryadeva, the matter of  amṛita 
 and its 
identity is treated in a veiled and secretive manner. Fortunately, there are 
enough nudges and winks in this case that some clues may be teased out of the 
narrative. Only now, with our modern understanding of mycology and pharmacology, 
are we able to deduce that Nāgārjuna’s  amṛita 
 was the Amanita muscaria 
mushroom. Of course, this does not necessarily apply to all potions known as amṛita, as there were several other sacraments, including khadira bark, 
certain grasses, and so forth that went by that name.

Pema Lingpa

The modern kingdom of Bhutan is a sovereign nation, but in 
former times it was considered part of Tibet. Its national language, Dzongkha, 
is a dialect of Tibetan, and its religion is, for the most part, identical to 
the Buddhism of Tibet. It has the same monastic lineages and even has holy sites 
that are said to have been visited by Padmasambhava, Tibet’s tantric master par 
excellence.

Bhutan was also home to its very own “terton*7 king,” named Pema Lingpa 
(often abbreviated to Pe-Ling, 1450–1521). Although his clan was rich in 
spiritual teachers, it was not well-endowed materially, so Pema Lingpa became 
apprenticed to a blacksmith. As a young man, Pema lived in a ruined shrine and, 
one day, he went out into the forest to forage for mushrooms. Finding none, he 
dejectedly headed back to the ruined old temple.

Pema had almost reached home when he came across a ragged old Khampa (an 
inhabitant of Kham, eastern Tibet) who asked why he looked so glum. Pema told 
him of his hunger and his inability to find mushrooms. The Khampa then pointed 
to some growing at Pema’s feet, whereupon Pema gathered them and took the old 
man home with him for dinner, a mushroom and wheat flour curry. At some point 
Pema felt “unwell” and decided to lie on his bed for a while. During this time, 
Pema had an incredible “dream” in which the location of a hidden text was 
revealed. Thus began Pema Lingpa’s illustrious career as a text discoverer.

It is significant that Pema Lingpa’s autobiography, summarized here, is one 
of the few Tibetan texts that explicitly link mushrooms with visionary 
experience. Personally, it leaves me wondering how many other terma, especially 
the gongter, or mind treasures (i.e.,“treasures” that appear in visions), 
were similarly discovered.

Traditionally, tertons are said to be reincarnations of Padmasambhava’s 
closest twenty-five disciples. After Pema Lingpa’s early success as a terton, a 
skeptic scoffed, “I suppose that now you’ll claim that you’re a reincarnation of 
one of Padmasambhava’s disciples!” Pema Lingpa replied, “Not at all. I am 
a disciple of Padmasambhava. Who else was that old Khampa?”

Now, this statement of Pema Lingpa’s is rather significant. To claim to be a 
disciple of Padmasambhava, Pema Lingpa must have received an initiation from 
him, which by tradition must include the consumption of some form of  amṛita 
 (see 
below). And yet the only substance they ingested together was the curry—a 
mushroom curry.

Abhịseka Ceremonies and Gaṇacakras Feasts

Abhịseka (Sanskrit for aspersion) ceremonies are 
known as dbang in Tibetan and as initiations or empowerments in the West. The 
word initiation  is appropriate in that these ceremonies are an 
introduction to the practice of a deity, initiating a practitioner into the form 
of the deity and to the deity’s mantra. But the word
empowerment, the literal translation of the Tibetan word dbang, 
gives a better flavor of the nature of the rite. One is empowered to 
become that deity in meditation, to have the use of their mantra and to 
study the associated literature. That being said, both words must seem strange 
to those who have heard only of deities who wield power over the world, such as 
deities of the wind or the sun or, for monotheists, of the entire universe. By 
contrast, the “deities” at the heart of these initiations/ empowerments are not 
thought of as having a real, independent existence but are embodiments of 
enlightenment. And the power that is wielded by the initiate is in the form of 
Vajrayāna meditations (sādhana), which grant the power of perceiving reality and 
control of your own emotions and feelings.

A clue to the efficacy of these ceremonies comes in the universal practice of 
drinking  amṛita 
 at the outset. If this is the original, psychedelic potion (and 
not the innocuous, saffron-tinted water most frequently used today), one might 
expect a truly mind-opening experience to result. The revelation of the form of 
the deity along with the deity’s mantra could be seen as a key by which all 
future practices could be understood—especially the monthly
gaṇacakras  (tsok in Tibetan), or tantric feasts, which the empowerment 
entitles you to attend. At these “feasts” one again is granted a taste of the 
 amṛita 
 before engaging in meditation and the ritual consumption of edible 
treats.

We are granted a glimpse of an actual gaṇacakra in the tale of 
the first one of them to be conducted by Long chenpa, the fourteenth-century 
Tibetan yogin and teacher. This was a wild affair, attended by monks, nuns, and 
lay people, in which many of the women present were “possessed” by ḍākinīs and spoke with their voices, giving teachings and making prophecies. I 
cannot help but wonder if the  amṛita 
 might not have been a little stronger than 
they had expected on this occasion.

The tantras often give indications as to how gaṇacakras are to be 
conducted. Indeed, the Hevajra Tantra says, “If there are songs, let them 
be good vajra songs,” thus indicating that such songs should have valid 
Buddhist meanings. They are not simply parties where tasty food and other 
sensual delights are relished; they are sādhanas that involve meditation on a 
specific deity, and the food, drink, incense, and luxurious clothing is intended 
to be enjoyed while maintaining a detached, meditative state. I will give some 
suggestions for psychedelic gaṇacakras later in this book.

Before you get too excited and carried away with combining 
feasting, psychedelics, and meditation, there is much to know and much to 
prepare. I hope that this book will educate both the psychonaut interested in 
Buddhism and the Buddhist interested in psychedelics alike. It is my hope that 
the knowledge herein helps you to incorporate one aspect— or better, both—into 
your personal journey toward finding your true, enlightened nature.
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