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Psychedelic Agents and Mysticism di:re(

• ALBERT MORACZEWSKI, O.P., Ph.D. th_
if r

INTRODUCTION ence of his life. In spite of the wide range of by

H Mushrooms often complement a fine steak organic compounds produced by the plant TI

dinner but John M. Allegro in his recently kingdom it is of interest to note that a major- pr_,

published book, The Sacred Mushroom and ity of the known psychedelic compounds are of

the Cross,' has served up mushrooms in a rare in some way structurally related to the neuro- de.

combination. It is his contention that Judaism transmitter, serotonin. Recently, Smythies th,

and Christianity developed out of pre-existing and his co-workers have proposed a possible m_

fertility cults in which worship of the mush- mechanism of action of these drugs involving of

room Amanita muscaria was practiced, a serotonin receptor in the brain. _ At the pres-
Whether or not his claim that there was no ent time we have no generally accepted pro- P'_

historical Jesus of Nazareth (for He was just posed biochemical mechanism of action for

a mushroom), is validly supported by the evi- these various hallucinogens nor are we able to by

dence, is not the issue of this paper. Rather relate convincingly the known biochemical ]i_dr_
what is here being considered is the use of effects to any specific behavioral phenomena, be

psychedelic agents such as Amanita muscaria, DRUGS AND MYSTICISM
Peyote, LSD, for the purpose of producing an or_
alteration of the state of consciousness which Several writers of recent times have ex-

some have termed "mystical", or "religious tolled the use of psychedelic agents for the and

experience." Granted that many "droppers of production of mystical states. Among these I
acid" and "blowers of weed" do so for non- can mention the late Aldous Huxley who in wo_

religious reasons, there are some who do seek beautiful prose described the drug-induced ert_

a transcendental experience from the drug. It experience as "aeons of blissful experience", _ as

should be recalled that the modern psyche- "contemplation at its height ''° and "four hun- an,

delic drug user in search of God has a long dred milligrams of Revelation".: The guru of
line of predecessors. And it has been suggested the psychedelic experience, Dr. Timothy

that man's very notion of a deity may have Leary is no less enthusiastic:

arisen from his experience with hallucinatory "I have repeated this biochemical _._nd (to me)
substances. _ sacramental ritual over fifty t':mes p.9rsonally, and

almost every time. I have been awed by religious
According to Schulte, the Harvard botan- revelations as shattering as the first experi- A_

ist, there are some sixty known plant species ence ....
1.

which are used by primitive and advanced Our studies, naturalistic and experimental, 2
peoples as sources of intoxicants. :_Among the thus demonstrate that if the expectation, prepara-

identified chemical substances, the principal tion and setting are spiritual, an intense mystical
psychoactive compounds are listed in Table I or revelatory experience can be expected in from 3

40 to 90 per cent of subjects ingesting psychedelic 4.
along with the botanical family in which they drugs." 5.
are found. To this list could be added some

synthetic hallucinogens such as lysergic acid Apart from these enthusiasts whose testi- 6_

diethylamide (LSD) and 2, 5-dimethoxy-4- mony might in the minds of the skeptic be 7_

methylamphetamine (DOM, STP). There is suspect, there are more sober minded indi- s
obviously no shortage of available chemical viduals who do see some religious possibilities

substances that will give a person the experi- in these agents. Dr. Walter N. Pahnke, a psy- 9.
chiatrist who has done extensive research in

Dr. Moraezewski, is from the Institute of Reli- the therapeutic use of LSD and similar drugs, I_

gton and Human Development, Texas Medical concludes after a carefully controlled experi-

Center, Houston, Texas. ment with seminarians that "... under the con- o..,.
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ditions of this experiment, those subjects who who otherwise would never dream that they had

received psilocybin experienced phenomena the capacity."_e

that were apparently indistinguishable from, These few quotations will suffice to show

if not identical with, certain categories defined that the question is not an idle one nor is it a

age of by the typology of mystical consciousness.'" position held only by extremists and "hippies".

plant The typology to which Pahnke refers is corn- On the other hand there are those _3_s who

najor- prised of nine characteristics such as a sense feel uncomfortable with the conclusion that
rls are of unity, transcendence of time and space, drugs can induce a true mystical state. There

aeuro- deeply positive mood, etc., which following are different ways, however, of pointing up

ythies the work of W. T. Stace, he found to be corn- the precise problem. One way is to say with
)ssible mon in the writings of mystics in a wide range William Braden, that "From one point of view,

olving of cultures2 ° LSD presents the orthodox church with a chal-

._pres- Masters and Houston in their Varieties of lenge more awesome than the Turk and the

d pro- Psychedelic Experience state that comet_from which, good Lord, deliver us. It

_n for "One of the most important questions raised casts doubt on the validity of religious experi-
_ble to by the psychedelic drugs is whether authentic re- ence as a whole, suggesting that the mystical
_mical ligious and mystical experiences occur among the awareness of God is nothing more than Chem-

drug subjects. To this question the answer must istry_and therefore a delusion".'"
,mena. be Yes--but we feel an extended discussion is

warranted and that many qualifications are in Another way of stating the conflict empha-
order."_t sizes what has been called the "Protestant

ve ex- In Chemical Ecstacy_Psychedelic Drugs ethic".

or the and Religion, W. H. Clark observes that "To some these (mystical) experiences came
easily but others had to undergo prolonged and [

hese I "On the basis of the evidence the conclusion severe mortifications of the spirit and flesh before
vho in would seem inescapable that an important prop- the desh'able visions were achieved. So difficult "
_duced erty of the psychedelic chemicals is their agency has it been to achieve these states that man has
_nce",5 as a releaser of profound religious experience of considered it almost immoral should they come
r hun- an ecstatic and mystical nature in many persons with little effort. In fact, one of the greatest
uru of criticismsof the psychedelicexperienceis that it

mothy TABLE I* comesrather too easily as if onlywhat is attain-
able with extreme difficulty is valuable."20

to me) P_ychedelic Compounds and A lingering uneasiness remains. "Are these
[ly, and Representative Plant Sources changes truly or really rehgmus. , ask Down-
fligious i ing and Wygant. They go on to answer,

exp_ri- Active CoW,pound Botanical Family "We can only say that the elaborations pre-

_ental, 1. Mescaline (Lophophora) sented about these subjects in answer to our ques-tions are possibly, not certainly, to be of a reli-
repara- 2. psilocybin (Psilocybe, gious nature. It is impossible to make dogmatic
_ystical _tropharia) statements as to what experience described by
n from 3. tetrahydrocannabinol (Cannabis) the subjects under LSD really is because of its

hedelic 4. muscimole (Amanita) subjectivity. One can say that some, not all, of our

5. scopolamine (Datura) subjects believed in the religious nature of the

._ testi- 6. harrnine (Banisteriopsis) experience. Are there any other criteria to use ?""t

_tic be 7. lbogaine (Tab_rnanthe) The Indian spiritual leader, Meher Baba,

1 indi- 8. ergtne (Rivea. insists that the psychedelic experience bears

bilities lpomoea) the same relationship to the authentic mysti-
a psy- 9. dimethyltryptamine (Mimosa; cal experience as does a mirage to water. He

_rch in Banisteriopsis) writes:

drugs, 10. 5-methoxy-N, (Virola) "No drug, whatever its great promise, can help
-_xperi- N-dimethyltryptamine one to attain the spiritual goal. There is no short
le con- cut to the goal exceptthroughthe grace of the

*Adapted from Schulte._ perfect master, and drugs, LSD more than others,
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give only a semblance of 'spiritual experience', perience has its root and center in mystical douk

a glimpse of ,a false reality, forms of consciousness", _ he expressed a deep the"The experience is as far removed from reality
as is a mirage from water. No matter how much conviction but at the same time cast but little occu
one pursues the mirage one will never reach water light on the subject. Nowhere did he succeed stud

and the search for God through drugs must end in defining clearly this "mystical conscious- yet "
in disillusionment.... If Godcan be foundthrough ness." bet_k

the medium of any drug, God is not worthy of In line with James' statement is that of by t:being God."22
Walter Houston Clark: rant."

These words reflect the objection that any "Religion, I will be thinking of as an inner festz
in the Judaeo-Christian tradition would voice, experience of the individual when he senses ulti- sion_
They would say how can God be found by mate reality, whether as God, a Beyond, transcen- ager
merely ingesting a chemical substance? It dent cosmic process, wholly different and profound

would seem to create an "instant mysticism," dimension of life, Nirvana, or however one chooses psyc
to name and interpret this ultimate reality, and anis

"God-on-demand". Instead of rubbing a bottle
particularly when this experie_ee is confirmed by abot

to get an Arabian genie one would only pop a the attempts of the i_tdieidual to harmonize his on t
pill to call God down from Heaven. Under- life with the Reality he sea, sea."2:, to f

standably, such a magical approach to reli- To me this definition--if it be such--is so to t

gion troubles many people. In response to broad an umbrella that almost any deeply that

such a stance, Houston and Masters write: human experience is covered by it. Attempts

"... anyone arguing in this way must also, we to universalize the concept of mysticism so as tire
think, rule out most of the 'religious experiences' to include all cultures are doomed to fail or to tion
of many famous mystics and saints, since these
persons, too, induced in themselves physlological create a useless definition. There are almost from
changes instrumental in bringing about confron- as many definitions and concepts of mysticism expe

tation with God and mystical union. Drugs are as there are authors on the subject. For the whic

quicker and perhaps more effective than fasting objective o[ this paper I will propose a defini- men_

and other ascetic practices, but the principle would tion compatible with a Judaeo- Christian tra- percqseem to be the same."-_3
dition. It can be simply stated as the intuitive teris

The last quotation helps to focus our at- awareness of God's personal presence and ac- foun

tention on two issues: tion. The points of emphasis are: priw
1. Does the expression "mystical phenom- 1. This awareness is not the immediate hallt

ena" (or similar) mean the same thing when and direct result of a line of reasoning, but of tort
used by different authors writing on this a leap of the spirit, pos

subject? 2. It is God's immediate presence (and if tt
2. Were these ascetical practices truly action) which is deeply perceived, led

causal in bringing about the described experi- 3. God is apprehended not merely as live

ences, or merely dispositive and even perhaps a cosmic force or ultimate Reality but as sen
totally unconnected? Person. enc

fro1

MEANING OF MYSTICISM MYSTICISM AND ASCETICAL PRACTICES tic._

Whereas what we mean by the term What evidence is there that any physical

"psychedelic agents" can be fairly well de- manipulation be it with drugs, sleep sensory or iorz
fined even though there may be some fuzzi- food deprivation, will bring about of itself a fle_

ness at the edges--the other term of the rela- mystical experience? The answer, it seems to chc

tionship, "mysticism" is itself the very word me in a word, is "none." Yet the problem in

often taken to describe something which is should not be dismissed so simply; it merits are
elusive, unknowable, vague and generally un- closer examination, the

satisfactory as a means of discourse. When That sleep deprivation, sensory depriva- rey

William James wrote in his classic, The Vari- tion and prolonged fasting do indeed bring log

eties of Religious Experience, that "One may about various types of behavioral changes in- ta_

say truly, I think, that personal religious ex- eluding hallucinations there seems little a c
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[]ystical '_ doubt. '-'_Attempts have been made to monitor causal connection in light of present evidence

[a deep the biochemical and neurological changes remains very dubious.
at little _ occurring in these situations. Although some To return to the claim that psychedelic

_ucceed _ studies have been conducted on humans as agents bring about a phenomenon similar to

_scious- _ yet we know too little about the correlation or identical with mystical experience, the
between biochemical processes as determined focus of attention seems necessarily to be on

that of by plasma and urine levels of relevant reac- the total phenomenon and not on one isolated l

tants and products, and the behavioral mani- segment of it. Certainly these drugs will first In inner festations to be able to draw firm conclu- of all bring about changes on a biochemical

_es u_ti- sions. 2_ Again, we know that psychedelic level. Accumulating evidence has implicated

•anscen- agents also will produce such behavioral and serotonin as a key substance in the mechanism

rofo'und psychological changes but the precise mech- of action of many of these substances.'-'" But to !chooses

ity, and anisms by which such phenomena are brought grant that serotonin is indeed involved in the t

•reed by about remain obscure. In any events, it is not action of the psychedelic drugs and in the i:

_dze his on the hallucinatory experiences that I want consequences of sleep deprivation :_° does not t
to focus because these are not really central constitute evidence that the "mystical" corn- |

_is so to the mystical phenomenon as I understand ponent of drug action is related at all to sero- i[

deeply that term. tonin, although the latter may be related to

tempts Pahnke and Stace likewise in their respec- the hallucinatory phenomenon.
n so as tive publications make it clear that hallucina-

il or to tions, visions and the like are to be excluded REDUCTIONISM -

almost from what belongs essentially to the mystical Critical to this discussion of drug-induced

sticism experience. In the nine-point typology to experiences is the underlying assumption of [

;or the which reference has already been made, _" no an absolute reductionism, which holds that [i
defini- mention is made of hallucinations or other human phenomena such as memory, learning, _

an tra- perceptual changes. In fact, the very charac- emotions and higher mental activity can be !

_tuitive teristics Pahnke and Stace emphasize are not reduced to, and completely explained by--

md ac- found in the reports of the sleep or food de- in theory if not fact--the biochemical activity !:
prived individual. Yet, hallucinations, pseudo- of the brain. If it is true that every memory, I

radiate hallucinations and a variety of perceptual dis- every bit of conscious awareness can be simply
but of tortions have been reported in individuals ex- and ultimately expressed in terms of some

posed to such stresses. So it seems to me, that molecular process, then by simply introducing _
(and if the mystics, or at least some of them, fasted, into the brain the specific chemical substances [

led relatively isolated i.e., socially deprived which will trigger the processes responsible

_ly as lives, and lived in an environment of reduced for a particular experience, the person can
_ut as sensory input, whatever hallucinatory experi- totally re-experience the original situation

ences they may have had, these were apart without duplicating the complex external and

from their more profound experiences as mys- internal circumstances that engendered that

:ES tics. Yet, we must push the problem further, experience in the first place. Or, if it were pos- i:,
wsical If we take it as part of the current behav- sible, as Aldous Huxley projected in his 1957

_ory or ioral dogma that every mental activity is re- lecture to the New York Academy of Sci-

tself a flected somehow in parallel neural and bio- ences, 3_to achieve the mystical experience of

;ms to chemical changes, then we must say that even a St. John of the Cross by taking the right

oblem in thesemoreprofound meditative states there drug, then anyone regardless of his back- .

merits are neurobiological correlates. But just what ground, would be able to undergo such a mys-

these may be is another question. There are t__cal experience by merely ingesting the par-

priva- reports$ _ for example, about profound physio- ticular chemical substance which encodes the

bring logic modifications recorded during the medi- desired mystical experience.

,'es in- tations of Buddhist monks; these may well be But does this claim have any evidence in

little a clue to what happens concurrently. But any its support? Admittedly, there is a consider-
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able amount of work currently going on in these drug-induced experiences. A single ex- of the

many laboratories throughout the world di- ample, more or less typical, of the non-drug all thre,

rected to determining the biochemical corre- induced mystical phenomenon as defined in sou_ and

lates of memory and learning. Such research this paper is also presented, words :,.

received a real impetus when James McCon- For the "mystical" aspect of the drug- nan:ely.spirit w
nell presented evidence showing that "mem- induced event we can use R. Gordon Wasson's Him an,

ory" in planeria could be transferred from one description which he gives of his experience Oh. c

group to another (of the same species) by after chewing teonanactl, the psilocybin-con- betweer.
cannibalism. :_'-'It was concluded that the mem- taining mushroom, being It

are."-';

ory was in some manner represented molecu- "For the first time the word "ecstasy' took on

larly. But what was transferred? A closer look a meaning. 'Ecstasy' was not someone else's state Wh

at these experiments and the data submitted of mind. It was no longer a trite superlative the per

by other workers led some to be skeptical cheapened by overuse. It signified something dif- ment is
ferent and superior in kind, about which RGW it is or

about the interpretation. It could, for example, could now testify as a competent witness. There duced
have been a facilitating phenomenon. How- came one moment when it seemed as though the
ever, other experiments with rats, goldfish and visions themselves were about to be transcended seems

mice have provided data which supports the . . . and we were to find ourselves in the presence person_

position that something is being transferred of the Ultimate. We seemed to be flying at the tion or
dark gates as a swallow at a dazzling lighthouse, Els,

from one animal to another. For example, and the gates were to part and admit us. But they
when brain extracts taken from rats that have did not open, and with a thud we fell back, gasp- "'h,,

been conditioned to select a lighted tunnel ing. We felt disappointed, but also frightened and with tl:.
rather than their natural choice of a dark one, half relieved, that we had not entered into the of simp

are injected directly into the brain of naive presence of the Ineffable, whence, it seemed to us tain typ,
at the time, we might not have returned, for we du tradi'.

rats, these latter will acquire the conditioning, had sensed that _ willing extinction in the divine _s the c_
much faster than the controls. :;:_Ungar's group radiance had been awaiting us.":_: tion.":_:

have already tentatively identified the opera- There is no doubt that this was a deeply Mys
tive molecule as a fairly simple polypeptide suggesti
combined with an RNA molecule. '_4 Recent moving experience, and although visions are

work on the chemistry of memory and learn- reported, the writer implies, also, a movement fection ,

ing suggests that the "memory molecule" is towards an absorption into the ultimate. This this uni
"annihilation" of the individual is to be con- tional.

either a protein or RNA, or both. But even
trasted with the following type of experience. Fu:

granted all this, is there warrant to say that

all human experiences, especially those of a Of the many examples that could be cited "w

religious nature, can be induced or released from the mystical literature allow me to call on w_,:attem_,

by the ingestion of a specific chemical sub- on the famous St. Teresa of Avila, who was that tk

stance, by-passing the complex multilevel in- recently named a doctor of the Church, the but th:

teraction which constitutes a human experi- first woman to be so honored. (In these days theoh,_
ence? To me, it seems not. of the "Women's Lib") it seems appropriate periemassert:,

to call her up to testify in such an important that _:,
TIIE DRUG INDUCED EXPERIENCE matter). She writes: sonali>_

Having briefly considered the underlying "It is brought in this _,Iansion (the seventh) ble th::

assumption of the molecular correlates of by means of an intellectual vision, in which, by encc._ '.'
representation of the truth in a particular way, but at.

human behavior, we next need to look at the the Most Holy Trinity reveals itself, in all three Ph,-
drug-induced experience itself. By this date, Persons. It sees these three Persons, individually, bet',vet
the general physiological and psychological and yet, by a wonderful kind of knowledge which indue.

effects of the psychedelic agents are quite well is given to it, the soul realizes that most certainly bctwe..

known and consequently there is no need to and truly all these three Persons are one Sub- _i!_,_;'_,
stance and one Power and one Knowledge and one ca_, --','.

rehearse them here. For my purpose it is suffi- God alone; so that what we hold by faith the resuit.
cient to cite an example of the "psychedelic" soul may be said to grasp by sight, although our _-'t:
or "mystical" component to give a flavor of nothing is seen by the eyes, either of the body or funt.ti_;
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single ex- of the soul for it is no imaginary vision. Here ence is specifically a religious, mystical one seems
non-drug all three Persons communicate 'Themselves to the to be an effect totally disproportionate to a phar-
refined in sou] and speak to the soul and explain to it those macological cause. In human affairs there is a

words which the Gospel attributes to the Lord-- gradual growth process in the development of f.
namely, that He and the Father and the Holy deep and lasting interpersonal relationships. !

_he drug- Spirit will come to dwell with the soul which loves There may be love at first sight--perhaps as a re-
Wasson's Him and keeps His commandments, sult of hormonal disposition and psychological I
cperience Oh, God help me! What a difference there is set--but this first experience requires prolonged

between hearing and believing these words, and human intelligence to develop fully into deep,

7bin-con- t being led in this way to realize how true they lasting love. If this is true between humans, it

T are.,,_6 would be even more valid of the relationship be-

e' took on What stands out in this last quotation is tween man and his transcendent God.":_s_se'a state
_perlative i the personal element. For St. Teresa that ele- SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
thing dif" i ment is all important even though sometimes

Whether or not Christianity is an out-
ich .RGW it is only implicitly present. In the drug-in-

ss. There duced phenomenon it is this element which growth of mushroom cults remains to be criti-
Lough the
nscended seems to be generally absent; rather than a cally analyzed. The objective of this present
presence personal relationship, there is an identifica- paper is to examine the repeated claim that

psychedelic agents can and do in fact bring
g at the tion or absorption.

,_hthouse, Elsewhere I have written: about an experience which is indistinguishable
But they from what is generally called a religious or

._k, gasp- "In such mysticism the experience of union mystical experience. While mysticism has

ened and with the Absolute in non-relational, i.e., it is one many different meanings, here it is defined as
into the of simple identification. In Jewish, Christian. cer-
led to us tain types of Islamic, and the bahki forms of Hin- an intuitive awareness of God's personal pres-

for we du tradition, the union is precisely relational, it ence or action. Although fasting, sleep and
te divine is the communion of persons in an I-Thou rela- sensory deprivation do bring about altera-

tion.":_: tions in the state of consciousness, including

deeply Mystics use many metaphors and terms hallucinations, they do not seem of themselves
ons are suggesting identification, to indicate the per- to induce a mystical state. Underlying the

.vement fection of the union, but they also insist that claim of a drug-induced mysticism seems to

re. This this union is essentially personal and rela- be an absolute reductionism which states that

be con- tional, all human activity is tully explainable by

_rience. Furthermore: molecular events. However, this is a philoso-

_e cited "w. T. Stace in his Mysticism and Philosophy phical position which has not been validated.
to call on which both Houston and Pahnke rely heavily, Furthermore, the experiences induced by

' attempts to obliterate this distinction by arguing psychedelic agents are generally characterizedho was
that the experience is the same for all mystics, by identification with the cosmos rather than

ch, the but that I-Thou mystics are compelled by their a relationship to person. Finally, there seems
_e days theological commitments to reinterpret their ex-
9priate periences in an 'orthodox' relational way. Th!s to be no proportion between the act of "drop-
_ortant assertion is gratuitous and amounts to saying ping acid" and a deeply intense and meaning-

that non-dualistic mysticism is genuine and per- ful experience of intuiting God's presence.

sonalistic mysticism is faked. But is it not possi- That the psychedelic agents do on occa-_venth) ble that there are a variety of analogous experi-
ich, by ence_ which have some resemblance to each other, sion bring about a profound change in a per- [
_r way, but are also profoundly different? son_s attitude or life styles is admitted. But
1 three Phenomenologically one can find a distinction the available evidence certainly does not sup-

idually, between 'spontaneous' mysticism and the drug- port the claim that these drugs can affect an

which induced variety. There seems to be no proportion authentic, mystical experience. Hallucina-
rtainly between the taking of a psychedelicdrug and the

tions, yes; mysticism, no!e Sub- significance of the experience produced. That ore
nd one car suffer a profoundly moving experience as a
th the result of drug action is not unexpected in light of Acknowledgements: This paper is based on re-
:hough our current knowledge of the chemistry of brain search which was supported by a St. Thomas
ody or function. But that the meaning of such an experi- Aquinas Foundation Grant made to the author.
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