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Preface of the
Abbey
✦


This volume was assembled at Golden Flower Abbey for the use of the
restored White Lotus Society, and for anyone else who wishes to
understand why smoke rises from altars.

The subject is old. It is older than scripture, older than the
priesthood, older than the walls of any temple now standing. Before
there were doctrines to be recited there were fires to be tended, and
around those fires our ancestors placed leaves, roots, gums, resins, and
the fruiting bodies of certain fungi, and watched what happened to the
air and to themselves. What they learned there they did not write down.
They sang it, and taught it to apprentices, and folded it into ceremony,
and the ceremony carried the knowledge forward across tens of thousands
of years and several continents until it arrived, largely intact in its
outward form, in the censer of a cathedral and the brazier of a temple
hall.

That continuity is the burden of this book. The plant kingdom has
been a full participant in the human search for the sacred — not a
curiosity at the edges of religion but a presence at its center, from
the first hearths to the censers swinging this morning in a thousand
sanctuaries. The communities who received certain plants as gifts of
creation were doing something we can recognize, because we are still
doing it. What follows sets out what they did, what they understood
themselves to be doing, and what it cost them.

A second theme runs beneath the first, and it is not an afterthought.
The history of sacred plants is inseparable from the history of freedom
of conscience. Again and again, the ceremonies described in these pages
were driven underground, renamed, criminalized, or dismissed — not
because anyone had studied them, but because they belonged to people
whom the governing power found inconvenient. The White Lotus Society
knows this history from the inside. Our gatherings were described in
imperial statute by their incense. Our name was applied by magistrates
to movements we did not lead. Whatever else this volume accomplishes, it
should leave the reader with a clear sense of why the protection of
sincere religious practice matters, and why it must extend to traditions
the reader may find unfamiliar — including, and especially, the ones the
reader does not share.

The method here is straightforward. We have stayed close to the
documents, and we let the tradition speak in its own voice. A religion
that could only assert what an archaeologist is able to verify would not
be a religion, and a history that ignored what believers actually
believe would not be a history.

The reader is assumed to be intelligent, curious, and capable of
holding more than one idea at a time. This is a book about what human
beings have held sacred, and why.

May the reading of it be of benefit.

Golden Flower Abbey of the White Lotus Society



On the Sources
✦


The material in this volume derives from a body of essays assembled
within the Society on entheogens and sacred smoke, on the divine
feminine and the plant world, on the long human history of cannabis
hemp, on the incense ceremonies of the White Lotus, and on the law and
philosophy of religious liberty.

That material has been expanded here through explanation, historical
context, and synthesis. The history belongs to the sources; the
expansion is commentary upon it. Nothing has been invented to fill a
gap, because nothing needed to be. The record is richer than the space
available for it.

Names of plants are given with botanical binomials where the sources
supply them. Scholars are named where the sources name them. Terms of
art are defined at first appearance and gathered again in the
Glossary.

BOOK ONE

The First Altar
Fire, smoke, and the shaping of the religious
imagination
✦


[image: The first altar: a shallow vessel, a handful of embers, and smoke finding its own way upward.]Plate IThe first altar: a shallow vessel, a handful of embers, and smoke finding its own way upward.





Chapter I
The Hearth Before the Temple
✦


Long before humanity carved sanctuaries into mountainsides or raised
cathedrals beneath soaring arches, our ancestors gathered at another
kind of holy place. The hearth was the first altar. The cave was the
first cathedral. The column of smoke lifting from the fire into the
night was the first visible bridge between the earth and whatever lay
above it.

Around those fires the earliest ritual specialists sought the things
human beings have always sought: healing for the sick, guidance in
difficulty, knowledge of what was coming, and contact with the powers
that seemed to govern a world they could not control. They burned
fragrant woods and aromatic resins. They burned medicinal herbs gathered
in season. They burned leaves whose vapors changed the quality of
attention, and in some places the fruiting bodies of fungi whose effects
were unlike anything else in the known world. What they found there,
they kept.

For most of human history the boundary between the physical and the
spiritual was not understood as a wall. It was a veil — thin in places,
permeable at certain hours, and liftable by the right means. Dreams
lifted it. Fasting lifted it. So did drumming, dancing, silence,
extremity of cold or heat, and the long discipline of stillness. And so,
in many traditions, did certain plants, whose invisible essence fire
released into the air where it could mingle with human breath.

That last detail is worth pausing over, because it explains much of
what follows. Combustion is a transformation. A solid thing becomes an
invisible thing, rises, spreads, and enters the body of everyone present
without being eaten or drunk. To an observer with no chemistry and no
reason to want any, this is not a metaphor for spiritual ascent. It is a
demonstration of it. The plant gives up its body and becomes breath. The
breath is shared. What was one is now in everyone.

Smoke therefore acquired its meanings honestly. It marks a threshold.
It signals that ordinary time has been suspended. It engages the senses
directly, without the mediation of language, which is one reason its
effect on the memory is so durable and so difficult to describe. It
slows the breathing of those who sit within it. It conceals and reveals
by turns, softening the outlines of a familiar room until the room is no
longer quite familiar. And it rises — visibly, continuously, in the one
direction that every culture on earth has associated with the
divine.

Most of all, smoke makes the invisible visible. One cannot see
fragrance. One cannot see a prayer, or a spirit, or the intention behind
an offering. One can see smoke. For a hundred generations that was
enough, and for many communities it remains enough today.

The chapters of this first book trace how this developed: what an
entheogen is and why the word matters; what the world looked like to
peoples who understood consciousness as pervading the whole of nature;
how the office of the ritual specialist emerged; what fire did to
humanity’s relationship with the plant kingdom; and why smoke became,
and has remained, the most widely shared religious symbol our species
possesses.

It should be said at the outset that the story is neither simple nor
linear. It spans tens of thousands of years and every inhabited
continent. It begins at Paleolithic campfires and continues through the
invention of agriculture, the rise of cities, the building of temples,
the codification of scripture, and the formation of the great traditions
that still shape most of the world. Sacred plants appear along that road
repeatedly — not everywhere, and not always in the same way, but often
enough, and in company important enough, to establish that they belonged
to the religious life of humanity from very near its beginning.



Chapter II
The Word Entheogen
✦


Language shapes what can be thought, and the vocabulary available for
describing sacred plants was for a long time useless for the purpose.
Terms borrowed from medicine implied illness. Terms borrowed from law
implied crime. Terms borrowed from the study of intoxication implied
that the point was to escape from something rather than to arrive
somewhere.


Entheogen — from the Greek entheos, “filled
with the divine,” and genesthai, “to generate.” A substance
employed to occasion sacred experience. The term was introduced by
scholars in the later twentieth century precisely to mark the
distinction between ceremonial and recreational use.



The word repays attention because of what it locates. It does not say
that a plant contains a god, nor that a chemical produces one. It says
that something is generated within — that the divine which was
already present becomes apparent to the person in whom it was present
all along. This is a claim about revelation rather than manufacture, and
it aligns closely with what the traditions themselves say about their
sacraments. The emphasis falls on transformation, not intoxication.

The distinction is not merely verbal, and it is not special pleading.
Every religion that employs a material element makes it. Bread on a
communion table is bread; it is also not merely bread, and the
difference is made by consecration, intention, community, and the
framework of meaning within which it is received. Water in a font is
chemically ordinary water. Oil for anointing can be bought by anyone.
What sets a sacrament apart from its raw material is never the raw
material.

So it is here. A substance used for diversion and the same substance
received in sincere devotion exist within entirely different frameworks
of meaning, and the traditions have always known it. Where sacred plants
were used, they were typically surrounded by an elaborate ritual
architecture: songs addressed to the plant, offerings made before
harvest, dietary preparation, moral requirements placed upon
participants, the presence of an experienced guide, and a period of
reflection afterward in which the experience was integrated into the
ordinary life of the community. The ceremony was not packaging around a
chemical event. The ceremony was the practice, and the plant was one
element within it.

This is why traditional societies so rarely spoke of these plants as
substances at all. They spoke of them as beings.



Chapter III
Religion Before Religion
✦


To understand where any of this began, one must first imagine a world
in which religion did not exist in any form we would recognize as
institutional.

There were no temples. No monasteries. No scriptures, no priestly
castes, no theological systems, no offices to be inherited or purchased.
There were small bands of people whose survival depended on an intimacy
with the living world that is difficult for modern readers to conceive:
knowledge of seasonal migrations, of which plants nourished and which
killed, of the behavior of animals, the movement of weather, the reading
of ground and sky.

In such a world there was no useful distinction between the natural
and the supernatural. Mountains possessed spirits. Rivers remembered.
Animals were persons of another kind, with their own societies and
obligations. Trees could speak through dreams. Illness might arise from
an injury, or from the displeasure of an ancestor, or from sorcery, or
from a disturbance in the balance of relationships — and these were not
competing theories but overlapping aspects of a single situation. The
cosmos was alive throughout.

Anthropologists have long described this worldview as animism, a term
popularized in the nineteenth century by Edward Burnett Tylor. Modern
scholarship has largely abandoned the evolutionary ladder Tylor built
around the concept, on which animism occupied the lowest rung and
European Protestantism the highest. The core observation has survived
the framework: enormous numbers of human communities, across every
continent, have understood consciousness as distributed throughout the
natural world rather than confined to human skulls.

Within such a world religion is less a matter of belief than of
relationship. There is comparatively little to affirm and a great deal
to maintain. One does not believe in the river; one has obligations to
it. Ceremony exists to keep relationships in good repair — with the
dead, with the animals whose bodies feed the community, with the powers
of place, with the plants whose help is needed.

Two consequences follow, and both matter for everything in this
volume.

The first is that a plant which reliably produced extraordinary
experience would be understood immediately as a person of considerable
power, to be approached with the courtesies owed to any such person. Not
a tool. Not a commodity. A party to a relationship, with preferences of
its own, capable of being offended.

The second is that the individuals who managed these relationships on
behalf of everyone else were bound to become the community’s most
important specialists. Their work was not optional and not private. When
the hunt failed, when the child would not recover, when the dead would
not settle, they were the ones who went and found out why.



Chapter IV
The Emergence of the Shaman
✦


The word itself comes from the Evenki peoples of Siberia, where it
refers to one who knows, or one who is stirred, moved, or inspired.
Anthropologists have since applied it far beyond its origin, to ritual
practitioners across the world who enter altered states of consciousness
in order to act within spiritual realities on behalf of their
communities.

Scholars use the word in a narrow sense and a wide one — strictly for
the Siberian traditions that produced it, or comparatively, for a role
that recurs with remarkable consistency wherever anyone has looked for
it. This book uses it in the wide sense. What matters is the pattern,
and the pattern is unmistakable.

It begins with crisis. The person who will become a ritual specialist
is very often marked out by an ordeal not of their choosing: severe
illness, recurring dreams that will not release them, psychological
upheaval, prolonged isolation, an experience of symbolic death and
rebirth. The vocation arrives as an affliction and is frequently
resisted.

Then comes apprenticeship, which is long. Knowledge is transmitted
orally over years under an experienced elder: the ritual songs, the
medicinal plants and their seasons, the cosmological narratives, the
etiquette of ceremony, methods of diagnosis, and the techniques by which
altered states are entered and — the harder skill — safely left. Only
after extended preparation does the individual take up responsibility
for the community.

Then the work itself, which is public and practical. The specialist
diagnoses illness. Recovers what has been lost. Negotiates with powers
that have taken offense. Seeks favorable weather, blesses the hunt,
interprets dreams, settles disputes, accompanies the dying, and returns
from the journey with something the community can use.


Comparable patterns are documented among Siberian reindeer herders,
Amazonian healers, Australian Aboriginal elders, Arctic Inuit, Central
African ritual specialists, Native American medicine people, and
Southeast Asian spirit mediums, among many others — peoples separated by
oceans and by thousands of years, with no known historical contact.



Mircea Eliade, whose Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of
Ecstasy remains foundational despite decades of subsequent
critique, argued that ecstatic ascent into transcendent realms
constituted one of humanity’s oldest religious technologies. Michael
Winkelman has emphasized the neuropsychological foundations of the same
phenomena, proposing that rhythmic ritual practice naturally produces
integrative states of brain activity associated with visionary
experience.

The methods were many, and this deserves emphasis. Continuous
drumming synchronized attention and movement. Dance carried the body
past exhaustion. Fasting altered metabolism. Isolation transformed
perception. Meditation quieted ordinary cognition. Sleep deprivation
intensified the imagery of dream. Controlled breathing changed the
chemistry of the blood. Exposure to extreme heat or cold produced
sensations the body had no ordinary category for. And in many traditions
— though by no means all — sacred plants amplified or facilitated what
these disciplines had already begun.

Entheogens were one road among several. They were never the only one,
and the traditions that used them said so.



Chapter V
Fire, Humanity’s First
Laboratory
✦


The mastery of fire transformed the species. Cooking increased the
caloric return on every meal and reduced disease. Firelight extended the
usable day. Heat opened cold latitudes to settlement. Predators
withdrew. Social life deepened around the evening blaze, which is where,
in all likelihood, most of what we know as culture was first spoken
aloud.

Fire also transformed humanity’s relationship with plants, and this
is the less-told half of the story.

Heat alters chemistry. Resins release fragrant vapors. Leaves emit
aromatic compounds. Roots produce medicinal smoke. Seeds crack and give
up properties that were locked inside them. Combustion became one of
humanity’s earliest and most effective techniques for extracting the
volatile constituents of the plant world — an extraction technology
requiring no vessel, no solvent, and no theory.

Over an immense span of generations, people learned by direct
observation that different materials did different things when burned.
Some cleared the breathing. Some drove off insects. Some dulled pain, or
eased agitation, or sharpened attention, or brought sleep, or produced
dreams of unusual vividness and coherence. Others, particularly in
combination, did considerably more.

This knowledge accumulated slowly and was preserved in the only
archive available: oral tradition, embedded in song, story, and
ceremonial procedure, where it was less likely to be lost and more
likely to be transmitted intact. The result is that fire was never
merely a practical technology. Every ceremonial fire was simultaneously
laboratory, pharmacy, altar, and temple, and the same specialist tended
all four.

It is worth registering how sophisticated ancient incense could be.
The historical traditions of the ancient world drew on frankincense,
myrrh, cedar, juniper, cannabis, calamus, cinnamon, spikenard, blue
lotus, wormwood, Syrian rue, agarwood, and dozens of other botanicals —
many of them possessing documented pharmacological properties ranging
from the calming and sedative to the mildly psychoactive. Their ritual
significance almost certainly reflected both symbolic meaning and lived
effect, which in the traditional understanding were never separate
questions to begin with.



Chapter VI
Smoke as the Bridge Between
Worlds
✦


Among the earliest symbolic associations shared across human cultures
is the image of rising smoke, and it is not difficult to see why it was
chosen.

Unlike stone or water, smoke occupies an intermediate condition. It
emerges from solid matter yet is not solid. It rises without being
lifted. It shifts constantly, appears and disappears, and possesses
visible form while remaining fundamentally intangible. It is the most
ambiguous substance in ordinary experience, and ambiguity of exactly
this kind is the natural language of the sacred.

[image: Smoke as the bridge — the visible form of what rises from the coal toward the unseen.]Plate IISmoke as the bridge — the visible form of what rises from the coal toward the unseen.

For ancient observers, smoke therefore suggested transition without
needing to be interpreted. It ascended toward the heavens. It carried
fragrance beyond human reach. It transformed matter into invisible
essence in full view of everyone present. Its movement seemed alive.
Across cultures it came to signify purification, transformation,
communication, sacrifice, blessing, revelation, and the presence of the
divine — often all of them at once, in the same rite, without any sense
of contradiction.

Many indigenous traditions continue to understand ceremonial smoke as
literally carrying prayer into the spiritual realms. This is not a
poetic flourish attached after the fact. It is the plainest possible
description of what participants understand to be occurring.

The functions that smoke performs in ritual can be listed, though the
listing flattens them. It marks sacred space. It signals the transition
out of ordinary life. It engages the senses and creates atmosphere. It
slows the breath and focuses attention. It conceals and reveals. It
rises visibly toward the sky. And it does all of this simultaneously, to
everyone in the room, without instruction.

The question that occupies much of this volume is whether the
symbolism of smoke developed independently of the effects of the plants
being burned, or partly because of them. The honest answer is that the
two cannot be fully separated, and that the traditions themselves never
tried. A plant was holy because it did something. What it did was
remembered, and enshrined, and understood as containing a god or as the
means of speaking with the spirits. Symbol and experience grew together,
each reinforcing the other, until they could no longer be told apart —
which is what usually happens when a religious practice is very old and
very successful.

BOOK TWO

The Living Teachers
Sacred plants, ecstasy, and the arts by which knowledge was
carried
✦


[image: The living teacher: the plant addressed as a person, and answering as one.]Plate IIIThe living teacher: the plant addressed as a person, and answering as one.





Chapter VII
Sacred Plants as Living
Persons
✦


One of the gravest errors a modern reader can make is to assume that
ancient peoples regarded psychoactive plants as primitive
pharmaceuticals — crude versions of what a laboratory would later purify
and improve.

They did not. Across a great many traditional cultures, sacred plants
were treated as intelligent beings possessing agency, memory,
preference, and something very like moral character.

The Mazatec people of Mexico speak of the sacred mushrooms as
little saints. Amazonian healers describe ayahuasca as a
grandmother, and mean by it what one means by a grandmother: an elder
with authority, whose instruction is not negotiable and whose patience
is finite. Peyote is addressed as a teacher and treated with the
deference owed to one. Cannabis has been associated with Lord Shiva
across the whole long history of Hindu devotion. Among numerous
indigenous societies, tobacco is regarded as a powerful sacred medicine
rather than an ordinary stimulant, and its casual use is understood as a
species of disrespect with consequences.

If the plant possesses consciousness, then the ceremony is not the
ingestion of a substance. It is the establishment of a relationship, and
it follows the rules that all relationships follow. Songs are sung to
the plant. Offerings are presented before it is taken. Prayers are
spoken. Dietary restrictions prepare the participant, sometimes over
weeks. Moral conduct is considered essential, not because a rule
requires it but because one does not come before an elder having behaved
badly and expect to be well received. The entire experience unfolds
within a ritual framework designed to maximize benefit and minimize
danger — a framework that traditional societies developed, refined, and
enforced across many centuries of practical experience.

Modern pharmacology explains what happens through chemistry.
Traditional cultures explained it through relationship. Both illuminate
real aspects of the same event, and the traditional account has one
distinct advantage: it generates the correct behavior. A person who
believes he is meeting a grandmother prepares differently from a person
who believes he is taking a compound.



Chapter VIII
Altered States as Sacred
Knowledge
✦


Modern neuroscience describes visionary experience in terms of
altered neural connectivity, changes in sensory integration, and shifts
in the dynamics of brain networks. Ancient peoples described the same
territory differently.

They spoke of journeys. The soul leaving the body. Flight into the
heavens and descent into the underworld. Conversation with gods. Meeting
with ancestors. Struggle against hostile powers. Transformation into an
animal. Death and rebirth, in that order, with the rebirth being the
point.

[image: The interior country, entered through stillness, breath, and the green medicine of the forest.]Plate IVThe interior country, entered through stillness, breath, and the green medicine of the forest.

What is striking is not that such reports exist but that the same
motifs recur across cultures separated by continents and by millennia.
Something about the architecture of human consciousness produces these
particular images when it is pressed hard enough, and every society that
has pressed it has come back with a recognizable version of the same
map.

Traditional societies did not treat these experiences as
hallucinations to be discounted. They treated them as a legitimate
source of knowledge — one channel among several through which truth
could arrive. A vision could disclose the cause of an illness, the
location of game, the identity of a wrongdoer, the will of an ancestor,
the proper time for a migration. The knowledge so obtained was tested in
the ordinary way, by whether it worked, and traditions that produced
consistently useless visions did not last.

This valuation of extraordinary states did not end with the arrival
of organized religion. It was inherited. Contemplative prayer,
meditation, chanting, pilgrimage, fasting, solitude, vigil, and ascetic
discipline all persist within the great traditions precisely because
they alter the ordinary state of consciousness and are believed to open
the practitioner to something otherwise inaccessible. Whether such
states are entered through discipline or facilitated by a sacrament,
they have served repeatedly across history as catalysts for spiritual
insight. The disagreement between traditions is about method, not about
whether the territory exists.



Chapter IX
Ecstasy as a Religious
Technology
✦


The Greek word ekstasis means, literally, to stand outside
oneself.


Ecstasy — in the technical sense used throughout
this volume, not emotional excitement but a condition in which ordinary
consciousness gives way temporarily to another mode of perception.
Eliade’s phrase for shamanism, “an archaic technique of ecstasy,” uses
the word in this sense.

[image: Fire, night, and the gathered community — ecstasy as a technology of worship.]Plate VFire, night, and the gathered community — ecstasy as a technology of worship.



The crucial word in Eliade’s formula is technique. Ecstasy
was not understood as an accident that occasionally befell the unusually
sensitive. It was cultivated deliberately, by trained people, using
methods refined over generations.

Preparation was elaborate and it was the greater part of the work.
Dietary restriction purified the body. Prayer focused intention. Music
established the rhythm into which the ceremony would settle. The space
itself was consecrated before anything else began. Participants entered
with reverence rather than curiosity, having been taught that the
difference matters. And the experience, when it came, unfolded within a
cultural framework that supplied meaning for whatever arose — which is
precisely what an unprepared person lacks, and precisely why traditional
societies regarded unprepared use as reckless.

Modern research has increasingly confirmed that ritual practices
involving rhythmic stimulation, sustained attention, controlled
breathing, fasting, and social synchronization measurably alter brain
activity. Such findings neither prove nor disprove any spiritual
interpretation, and they are not offered here as validation; the
traditions did not require the confirmation and do not depend on it.
What the findings do establish is that the human nervous system is
unusually susceptible to transformation through structured ritual, which
is a fact our ancestors discovered a very long time ago by the only
available method, and acted upon accordingly.



Chapter X
The Sacred Drum
✦


Long before scripture, rhythm was among humanity’s oldest spiritual
languages.

Anthropologists have documented the central role of drumming across a
great many traditions, and its function is more than accompaniment. The
repetitive beat structures attention. It synchronizes movement among
everyone present. It regulates breathing. It organizes communal
participation so that a group of individuals becomes, for a period of
hours, a single body doing a single thing.

Many ceremonial drums produce rhythms in the range of four to seven
beats per second — frequencies corresponding roughly to the theta range
of human brain activity, associated with meditation, vivid imagery, and
certain dreamlike states. Rhythmic percussion is universal in religious
ritual across the world, and the peoples who made it universal
recognized its transformative power directly, without needing
instruments to measure what they could hear.

The drum became both instrument and vehicle. A number of traditions
describe it explicitly as a mount — the horse or the boat upon which the
specialist travels between worlds. The image is exact. Something carries
the traveler, the traveler does not walk, and when the carrying stops
the traveler returns.



Chapter XI
The Role of Song
✦


Music in these traditions is rarely ornamental. It is functional, and
its function is specific.

Songs are widely understood to summon particular spirits, direct
healing toward a particular place in a particular body, protect the
participants from what may arrive uninvited, and guide the shape of
visionary experience. They are not background. They are instrumentation
in the surgical sense.

Among Amazonian peoples, specific melodies — the icaros —
are associated with particular plants, and a healer’s repertoire is
understood as a record of the relationships that healer has established.
In Siberia, songs recount cosmological journeys and thereby teach the
map. In Australia, songlines encode both geography and sacred history in
a single form, so that to sing the country correctly is to know how to
cross it and who made it.

The implication deserves to be stated plainly: across much of human
history, sacred knowledge was carried in music because music is the most
durable medium available to a society without writing. Melody constrains
error. Rhythm enforces sequence. A corrupted line sounds wrong, and the
community notices. Religion evolved not only through belief but through
sound, and the sound was the archive.



Chapter XII
The Shaman as Herbalist
✦


Modern medicine separates pharmacology from spirituality as a matter
of professional structure. Traditional societies almost never did, and
the person who diagnosed an illness was ordinarily the same person who
went out and collected what would treat it.

That person knew when roots should be lifted and when they should be
left. Which bark reduced fever. Which leaves closed a wound. Which
flowers brought sleep, which resins purified a ceremonial space, and —
most importantly, and most expensively learned — which plants must never
be combined.
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This knowledge accumulated across generations through observation,
cautious experimentation, oral transmission, and symbolic
interpretation. It was empirical in the strict sense: it was tested
against outcomes, corrected when it failed, and retained when it worked.
A great many plants that later entered the written medical literature of
the world did so by way of indigenous knowledge systems that had already
established their uses, sometimes millennia earlier.

The ritual specialist was therefore not simply a mystic. He or she
was an exacting observer of the natural world whose framework happened
to be symbolic rather than mechanistic — and the symbolic framework did
real work, since it encoded not only which plant to use but how to
approach it, when to gather it, and with what degree of caution.
Preserving that combination of careful observation and reverent
interpretation is one of the reasons extensive botanical traditions
survived intact for so long before any scientific institution existed to
record them.



Chapter XIII
Healing the Person and the
Community
✦


One feature sharply distinguishes traditional healing from most
modern therapeutic models, and it is not the plants.

Illness was rarely understood as a condition affecting only an
individual. A person’s suffering was read as a disturbance in a web of
relationships extending outward — through the family, the ancestors, the
community, the surrounding land, and the unseen powers with which all of
these were entangled. The sick body was a symptom of something larger,
and treating only the body was understood as treating only the
symptom.

Healing therefore addressed several dimensions at once: the body, the
emotions, the state of a person’s social relationships, the condition of
their moral life, their standing with the natural world, and their
standing with the unseen. A ceremony might involve the entire community
precisely because the entire community was implicated in the diagnosis.
Restitution might be required. An old quarrel might have to be settled
before anything else could proceed.

Whether one approaches this through the language of contemporary
holistic medicine or through traditional cosmology, the integrative
instinct remains one of shamanism’s enduring contributions to the
history of healing — and one that modern practice has spent recent
decades cautiously rediscovering.



Chapter XIV
From Ecstatic
Specialist to Organized Priesthood
✦


As human societies expanded into cities and kingdoms, religion was
institutionalized, and everything about it changed except its underlying
architecture.

Permanent temples replaced temporary ceremonial ground. Written
liturgies supplemented and eventually supplanted oral tradition.
Hereditary priesthoods assumed the ritual authority once held by
charismatic individuals whose qualification was direct experience.
Calendars standardized what had been occasional. Political institutions
and religious ones grew into one another until, in many places, they
could not be separated.

The ecstatic individual became the ceremonial institution.

Shamanism did not disappear in this process. It evolved. Practices
once performed in forests and caves were relocated into buildings.
Improvised rites became standardized liturgies. Personal visions gave
way to established doctrine. Sacred knowledge was codified into myth,
scripture, calendar, and the training of clergy.

Access to the most powerful ritual substances also became
increasingly restricted. What may once have been shared in communal
ceremony was frequently reserved to initiates, to kings, to priests, or
to mystery cults admitting only the sworn. Complex societies generally
removed entheogens from general use and confined them to the private and
exclusive practice of leadership. Sacred plants acquired secrecy
precisely because they were regarded as holy, and secrecy is what
powerful institutions do with holy things.

Yet beneath the reorganization, the older patterns survived almost
entirely intact. Sacred fires continued burning. Incense continued
rising. Ritual specialists continued wearing symbolic garments that
identified their office. Purification remained essential. Music retained
its ceremonial function. Consecrated vessels, blessings, thresholds,
processions, and the careful management of sacred space all
persisted.

The altar replaced the campfire. The temple replaced the grove. The
priest inherited a substantial portion of what the shaman had done,
including the obligation to stand between the community and what it
could not face directly.

This continuity becomes most visible when one turns to the great
civilizations — Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Levant, India, Iran, China,
Greece, and Mesoamerica — where far older botanical traditions were
absorbed into increasingly sophisticated religious systems and preserved
there, sometimes for thousands of years, sometimes long after anyone
remembered why.

BOOK THREE

The Witness of the
Earth
What the ground has kept of the oldest ceremonies
✦
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Chapter XV
What the Ground Remembers
✦


If sacred plants belonged to the origins of religion, traces of that
relationship should be recoverable from the earth. The difficulty is
that ritual plants are the most fragile category of evidence archaeology
possesses.

Leaves decay. Mushrooms are gone within days. Resins oxidize. Wooden
censers rot. Smoke leaves nothing at all that the unaided eye can find.
The botanical materials upon which entire religious systems may have
rested are precisely the materials least likely to survive, while the
stone tools and potsherds that survive best tell us comparatively little
about what anyone believed.

For most of the twentieth century this limitation encouraged a
settled pessimism. It was widely assumed that prehistoric ritual
involving plants could never be demonstrated, because the physical
evidence had simply vanished. Over the past several decades that
assumption has been overturned.

Advances in archaeobotany, residue chemistry, palynology, phytolith
analysis, ancient DNA, and microscopic residue study have transformed
what is recoverable. Researchers can now identify traces of resins,
aromatic woods, cannabinoids, alkaloids, starch grains, pollen, and
combustion products preserved in ceramic vessels, stone altars, pipes,
braziers, burial goods, and even the hardened plaque on ancient teeth.
The invisible record has become readable.


The principal methods. Pollen analysis —
grains possess species-specific structures and survive millennia in
favorable conditions, revealing which flowering plants entered a ritual
space. Phytoliths — microscopic silica bodies formed within
plant tissue, persisting long after the tissue decays and varying by
plant group. Starch grains — preserved on grinding stones and
in vessels, identifying processed foods and medicines. Residue
chemistry — gas chromatography and mass spectrometry identifying
terpenes, cannabinoids, alkaloids, plant waxes, aromatic oils, and
combustion products absorbed into porous material. Ancient DNA
— occasionally surviving in protected contexts and permitting direct
identification.



These methods have not resolved every question, and they cannot.
Archaeology can demonstrate that a particular plant was present, burned,
consumed, cultivated, or deposited in a ceremonial setting. It cannot
always determine what the participants understood themselves to be
doing. Belief does not fossilize. A temple establishes that ritual
occurred without disclosing the prayers spoken inside it; a burial
establishes concern for the dead without explaining what was thought to
happen to them.

To interpret ritual plant use responsibly, archaeologists therefore
look for several lines of evidence occurring together.

The first is context. Plants recovered from shrines, altars,
ceremonial buildings, elite burials, or deliberate ritual deposits carry
a different presumption than the same species recovered from a kitchen
midden.

The second is repetition. When one species appears again and again in
ceremonial settings across different sites or centuries, deliberate
selection becomes increasingly difficult to deny.

The third is association. Botanical remains found alongside censers,
braziers, offering vessels, figurines, or other ritual objects
strengthen the interpretation considerably.

The fourth is chemistry, which can identify compounds long after
every visible fragment of the plant has disappeared.

Across the ancient world these four converge far more often than an
earlier generation of scholarship expected, and each new season of
analysis adds to the count.



Chapter XVI
Before Agriculture
✦


The earliest phases of human religious life unfolded long before
agriculture. During the Upper Paleolithic — roughly fifty thousand to
twelve thousand years ago — anatomically modern humans spread across
Europe, Asia, and Africa, and eventually into the Americas, producing
cave paintings, portable sculpture, decorated tools, musical
instruments, elaborate burials, and an unmistakable acceleration in
symbolic behavior.

That acceleration coincides with the deepening of precisely the
practices this book traces: fire, pigment, music, burial, and the
deliberate pursuit of vision.

The painted caves of western Europe — Lascaux, Chauvet, Altamira, and
many others — contain extraordinary depictions of animals, abstract
signs, hand stencils, and composite figures that are part human and part
beast. They demonstrate artistic mastery and symbolic thought at the
highest level, produced by people working by lamplight, far underground,
at considerable difficulty and risk.

Certain geometric patterns recurring in that art correspond closely
to the visual phenomena of altered states of consciousness. David
Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson argued that prehistoric artists entered
visionary states through drumming, dance, sensory deprivation, fasting,
or related techniques, and carried what they saw onto the walls. Their
neuropsychological model has shaped a generation of interpretation.

Read this way, the painted caves are not galleries. They are the
interior of the vision, set down in the place where the vision was
received — the oldest surviving record of what human beings encounter
when they cross over, made by people who thought it worth carrying
pigment into the dark to preserve.



Chapter XVII
The Painted Figure at
Tassili n’Ajjer
✦


No single image has generated more discussion than the rock art of
Tassili n’Ajjer, in what is now the Algerian Sahara.

The site preserves a vast complex of paintings documenting thousands
of years of occupation from a period when the Sahara was green. The
artwork includes pastoral scenes, wild animals, ritual dances, masked
figures, and ceremonial imagery of considerable strangeness.

One painting, widely known as the Mushroom Shaman, depicts a
human-like figure apparently holding mushroom-shaped objects, with lines
extending from them toward the body. The ethnomycologist Giorgio
Samorini proposed that the image records ritual use of psychoactive
mushrooms, and that it may constitute one of the oldest visual
representations of entheogenic practice anywhere in the world.

The reading rests on the form of the objects, on the ritual posture
of the figure, and on the lines drawn deliberately between what is held
and the body that holds it. Whoever made this image was recording a
relationship, not a still life.

An image made for people who already knew what it meant does not
explain itself to strangers, and was never intended to. What it
preserves is the memory of a ceremony old enough to have been painted on
a cliff face in a Sahara that was still green.



Chapter XVIII
Göbekli Tepe
✦


Among the most consequential archaeological discoveries of the past
century is Göbekli Tepe, in southeastern Türkiye, dating to
approximately 9600 BCE.

It was built by hunter-gatherers before the widespread adoption of
agriculture — a fact that took a generation to absorb. The site consists
of massive stone enclosures containing monumental T-shaped pillars
carved with reliefs of animals, abstract symbols, and human features,
erected by people who did not farm, did not live in cities, and
possessed no metal.

Göbekli Tepe overturned a long-standing assumption about the
relationship between religion and civilization. The older model held
that agriculture produced surplus, surplus permitted specialization, and
specialization eventually allowed the building of temples. Göbekli Tepe
suggests the sequence may sometimes have run the other way: that
communal ritual gatherings drew people together, that gathering
encouraged settlement, and that settlement eventually required
agriculture to sustain it.

Large stone vessels capable of holding substantial quantities of
fermented beverage have been recovered from the enclosures, and
researchers have proposed ritual feasting on a considerable scale.
People came from a distance, gathered among the carved pillars, and
consumed something together.

The significance of Göbekli Tepe for this volume lies in what it
settles. It establishes that elaborate religious practice preceded urban
civilization rather than following from it. Religion did not arise as an
ornament upon settled life. Settled life may well have grown up around
sacred gathering places, which is to say around exactly the sort of fire
this book has been describing.



Chapter XIX
Çatalhöyük and the Sacred
Household
✦


The Neolithic settlement of Çatalhöyük, occupied roughly between 7400
and 6200 BCE in central Anatolia, offers a different window into early
religious life.

Unlike the later cities dominated by monumental temples, Çatalhöyük
integrated ritual directly into domestic architecture. Houses contained
elaborate wall paintings, installed bull horns, sculptural features, and
burials placed beneath the floors on which the living walked and
slept.

Plant remains from the site reveal sophisticated botanical knowledge,
including medicinal and aromatic species. Researchers continue to
investigate which of these served ceremonial purposes alongside
practical ones — a question complicated by the fact that the inhabitants
themselves may not have drawn the distinction.

What the evidence does show is that religion in this period remained
thoroughly interwoven with everyday life. The separation between
household and temple had not yet emerged. Sacred space existed inside
the home, under the same roof as the cooking and the grain, with the
ancestors immediately underfoot.

This matters for understanding what came later. The priestly
religions of the great civilizations did not appear from nothing. They
grew, over thousands of years, out of household traditions of ancestor
veneration, botanical knowledge, and domestic ritual — and something of
that origin persists wherever a family still keeps an altar and burns
something before it.



Chapter XX
Hearths, Braziers,
and the Question of Fire
✦


Fire occupies an awkward position in archaeological interpretation.
Every community had hearths for cooking and warmth, which makes ordinary
domestic fire difficult to distinguish from ceremonial fire on the
evidence of ash alone.

Certain characteristics, however, point toward ritual function:
repeated burning within specially prepared installations; association
with offerings; deliberate placement inside a shrine; unusual botanical
assemblages; the presence of purpose-made censers or braziers; carefully
constructed altars; and an exceptional cleanliness quite unlike the
accumulated debris of a kitchen fire.

Such features appear with increasing frequency at ritual sites across
the ancient world. Chemical analysis of burned residues at these
installations sometimes identifies aromatic resins, conifer woods,
medicinal herbs, or imported botanical materials that no household would
have obtained for ordinary purposes — imported material being
particularly telling, since it establishes that someone paid a great
deal for something whose only function was to be destroyed by fire.

The controlled burning of fragrant substances appears to have become
steadily more important as societies grew more complex, more stratified,
and more capable of financing it.



Chapter XXI
Cannabis in the
Archaeological Record
✦


Among the best-documented ritual plants in the archaeological record
is cannabis. Cultivated across much of Eurasia for fiber, oil, and food,
it appears repeatedly in unambiguously ceremonial contexts as well.

The most important single discovery comes from the Jirzankal
Cemetery, high in the Pamir Mountains of western China. Researchers
analyzing wooden braziers dating to approximately 500 BCE identified
chemical evidence of burned cannabis showing elevated concentrations of
psychoactive constituents relative to naturally occurring wild
populations. The braziers were recovered from elite burials and appear
to have been used during funerary ceremonies.

The Jirzankal evidence is significant because it combines everything
that is usually missing. There is archaeological context — an elite
burial ground. There are burned residues in a purpose-made vessel. There
is chemical confirmation of what was burned. And there is a ritual
setting that leaves little room for a domestic explanation. Taken
together, it constitutes one of the clearest demonstrations of
ceremonial fumigation with a psychoactive plant anywhere in the ancient
world, and the finding that the plants selected were more potent than
the wild average suggests deliberate choice rather than accident.

The frozen tombs of the Pazyryk culture in the Altai Mountains
preserved organic materials of extraordinary quality, including wooden
braziers, cannabis seeds, textiles, and elaborate funerary furnishings.
Earlier interpretations of these finds leaned heavily on a literary
source; more recent residue analysis has continued to refine the
picture, and the ceremonial burning of cannabis in at least some Central
Asian funerary rites is now well supported.



Chapter XXII
Herodotus and the Enclosed
Tent
✦


The fifth-century BCE Greek historian Herodotus supplies one of the
earliest written descriptions of ceremonial cannabis fumigation.
Describing Scythian funerary purification, he reports that hemp seed was
thrown upon heated stones inside enclosed tents, producing a dense smoke
in which the participants rejoiced.

Modern readers have often assumed that Herodotus embroidered foreign
customs for the entertainment of his audience. Archaeological
discoveries across Central Asia have increasingly shown that a great
deal of what he described corresponds well with material evidence — a
pattern that has recurred often enough in his case to warrant a general
reconsideration.

His account also illustrates a principle of some importance. Burning
a plant inside an enclosed ritual space increases exposure enormously
compared with an open fire. The tent is not incidental to the ceremony;
the tent is part of the technology. Ancient peoples understood the
practical relationship between architecture, combustion, and experience,
and they built accordingly — a fact worth remembering when considering
any later tradition that conducts its rites in small rooms with the
doors closed.



Chapter XXIII
Frankincense,
Myrrh, and the Aromatic Economy
✦


Not every sacred incense was psychoactive. Many were valued for
fragrance, for antimicrobial and preservative properties, or for pure
symbolic weight, and the two most famous examples belong largely to that
category.

Frankincense and myrrh are resins harvested from trees native chiefly
to southern Arabia, the Horn of Africa, and adjacent regions. Their
rarity, and the difficulty of transporting them, generated one of the
ancient world’s great commercial systems — the Incense Routes, running
thousands of miles from southern Arabia through the Levant into Egypt,
Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome. Bdellium, styrax, balsam, cedar oils,
juniper, cypriol, and spikenard moved along the same roads.
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Chemical research has identified numerous biologically active
compounds in frankincense, including boswellic acids and aromatic
terpenes, and experimental work suggests that certain volatile
constituents may influence mood. The extent of such effects within
ancient ceremony remains under investigation.

The religious significance of these resins, however, never depended
on the question. Their extraordinary cost and their association with
temples made them powerful in themselves. To burn frankincense was to
destroy something of great value in the presence of the god,
deliberately and irrecoverably, and to have everyone present watch it
happen. Smoke became an offering. Fragrance became sacrifice. The
economics alone testify to what fragrant smoke was understood to
accomplish.



Chapter XXIV
The Blue Lotus of Egypt
✦


The blue lotus, Nymphaea caerulea, occupies a distinctive
place in Egyptian religious art. It appears again and again in tomb
painting, banquet scenes, funerary imagery, and symbolism connected with
rebirth, creation, and the rising sun — a flower that closes at night
and opens at dawn, which is a considerable head start for any symbol of
resurrection.

Chemical analysis has identified compounds including aporphine and
nuciferine, which may exert mild sedative or dopaminergic effects under
certain conditions. Scholars continue to weigh what significance these
properties held within Egyptian ceremonial practice, and it has long
been hypothesized that the flowers were steeped in wine for ritual
purposes.

[image: Nymphaea caerulea, the blue lotus of the Nile, sacred to the temples of Egypt.]Plate IXNymphaea caerulea, the blue lotus of the Nile, sacred to the temples of Egypt.

The flower’s ceremonial importance saturates the artistic record. Its
prominence rests upon fragrance, upon medicinal virtue, upon gentle
psychoactivity, and upon symbolic resonance all at once, and the
Egyptians would have found it a strange question to be asked which of
these was the real reason. A flower that opened with the sun, perfumed
the banquet, eased the heart, and stood for the renewal of the world was
not several different things. It was one thing, correctly
understood.



Chapter XXV
What the Record Shows
✦


The archaeological record offers what no theory can supply:
documented glimpses of what was actually done, by whom, and with
what.

Those glimpses reveal a set of recurring features that appear, with
local variation, across Eurasia, Africa, and the Americas. Sacred fires.
Ceremonial smoke. Specialized botanical knowledge held by particular
people. Long-distance trade in aromatic resins at prices only religion
could justify. Purpose-built incense burners. Funerary fumigation.
Temple offerings. Plants that were simultaneously medicinal and ritual.
And a repeated association between altered consciousness and religious
specialists.

Taken together, the evidence demonstrates that plants occupied a
central position in ancient spiritual life — far more central than was
appreciated a generation ago — and that the position they occupied was
an honored one, held in daylight, financed at enormous expense, and
recorded in stone.

The smoke that vanished into the sky left traces after all — not in
the air, but in the microscopic residues preserved within the ground,
waiting for instruments that had not yet been invented.

BOOK FOUR

The Great Sacraments
The named holy substances of the ancient world
✦


[image: The great sacraments were offered from vessels such as this, in rooms full of light and smoke.]Plate XThe great sacraments were offered from vessels such as this, in rooms full of light and smoke.





Chapter XXVI
The Shape of the Field
✦


Before turning to the great sacraments by name, it is worth seeing
the whole field at once.


Recovered from the ground. Frankincense, myrrh,
juniper, cedar, and pine resin burned in ceremony across the ancient
Near East and the Mediterranean. Cannabis burned in ritual at Jirzankal
in the Pamirs, and upon the altar of the Judahite shrine at Tel
Arad.

Carried in the incense traditions. Blue lotus,
calamus, Syrian rue, wormwood, and the species of Artemisia —
plants of real action upon body and mind, named again and again through
the historical literature of sacred smoke.

Named in the liturgies themselves. Soma in the
Rig Veda. Haoma in the Avesta. The kykeon at Eleusis.
The sanctuary incense of Exodus 30 — sacraments whose scriptures
survive, and in the Iranian case whose ceremony survives with them,
unbroken, into the present day.



Across three continents and many millennia, ritual specialists
selected particular plants for ceremonial use, and those plants shared
one or more of four qualities: fragrance, medicinal virtue, symbolic
association, and the power to alter the mind. Ancient societies employed
a wide spectrum of ritual botanicals — for purification, for healing,
for sacrifice, for the enrichment of the senses, for symbolic speech,
and for the deliberate cultivation of altered states.

The chapters that follow take the greatest of them one at a time.



Chapter XXVII
Soma
✦


Among the greatest mysteries in religious history is the identity of
Soma.

The Rig Veda contains more than one hundred hymns in its
praise. It is described as a plant, as a ritual drink, and as a divine
being, without any sense that these are separate subjects. It grants
immortality. It inspires poets. It bestows strength. It opens
communication with the gods. An entire book of the collection is devoted
to its pressing and its glory.

And nowhere does the Rig Veda identify the plant.

This is less strange than it appears. Liturgical texts do not
describe what everyone can see; they describe what must be remembered.
The hymns were composed for people who had the plant in front of them
and needed no help recognizing it. When the plant became unavailable —
through migration, climate, or the exhaustion of a source — the
description that would have preserved its identity had never been
written down.

More than a hundred candidates have been proposed. Four dominate the
discussion.

Amanita muscaria, the fly agaric, was identified
most famously by R. Gordon Wasson, who pointed to its visionary action
and to the close parallels with the documented mushroom ritual of
Siberia — a tradition standing directly along the northern road the
Indo-Iranian peoples had travelled.

Ephedra is favored by many Iranian scholars for a
reason of considerable weight: species of Ephedra are still pressed in
Zoroastrian Haoma ceremonies today. The line of practice was never
broken, and it runs back toward the same source.

Peganum harmala, Syrian rue, carries harmala
alkaloids and grows across the whole relevant territory, and it has long
been counted among the candidates.

Cannabis is proposed on the strength of its deep and
continuous ritual presence in India, attested from the Atharva
Veda onward — a plant already holy in the same religious world, in
the same centuries, named by the same priesthood.

An increasingly influential alternative holds that Soma may never
have referred to a single plant at all. On this view, different regions
and different periods employed different botanical preparations while
preserving the same ritual, the same hymns, and the same name. The
sacrament was defined by the rite rather than by the species, and
substitution was not a corruption of the tradition but a feature of
it.

This model accounts for a great deal that the single-plant theories
cannot, including the inconsistencies within the textual descriptions
themselves. It also carries a certain theological force. If the
sacrament was constituted by consecration and by the community that
offered it, then the identity of the plant was never the thing that made
it holy — a principle that later traditions would articulate explicitly
and at length.



Chapter XXVIII
Haoma
✦


The Iranian Haoma tradition shares a common ancestry with Indian
Soma; the words themselves are cognate, descending from a shared
Indo-Iranian religious inheritance older than either literature.

Haoma occupies an important place in the Avesta, the sacred
literature of Zoroastrianism. As with Soma, it is simultaneously a
plant, a ritual drink, a divine being, and a source of blessing — the
same fourfold identity, in a related liturgical language, on the other
side of a mountain range.

The decisive difference is survival. Where the Soma ritual lost its
plant and became, in time, a rite performed with substitutes, Haoma
ceremonies continued. Modern Zoroastrian communities have preserved the
preparation using species of Ephedra, in an unbroken liturgical
tradition of remarkable antiquity.

That continuity has persuaded many scholars that ancient Haoma
likewise incorporated Ephedra, though some hold that the original plant
may have changed over the long centuries of transmission. The
relationship between the two traditions remains among the most important
open questions in Indo-Iranian religious history.

For the purposes of this volume, what matters most is the
demonstration Haoma provides. A sacramental plant tradition, established
before the composition of any surviving scripture, has been carried
forward by a living religious community into the present day. Whatever
else is uncertain, the continuity of such practice across three thousand
years is not.



Chapter XXIX
The Eleusinian Mysteries
✦


For nearly two thousand years, the Mysteries celebrated at Eleusis
ranked among the most important religious ceremonies in the
Mediterranean world. Philosophers were initiated. So were politicians,
poets, and emperors. Those who underwent the rite spoke of it afterward
as having changed their relationship to death.

The ceremonies were secret, and the secret was kept. Initiates swore
never to disclose what occurred, and across two millennia essentially no
one did — an achievement in religious discipline that has few parallels.
Modern scholarship therefore works from fragments: allusions,
prohibitions, archaeological remains, and the testimony of those who
described the effect of the Mysteries without describing their
content.

Ancient sources establish that initiates consumed a ritual beverage
called the kykeon. Its basic ingredients were barley, water,
and mint. Beyond that, uncertainty begins.

R. Gordon Wasson, Albert Hofmann, and Carl Ruck proposed that the
barley used in the kykeon may have carried ergot, Claviceps
purpurea, a fungus whose alkaloids are chemically related to
compounds later used in the synthesis of LSD. On this hypothesis, a
carefully prepared ergot derivative contributed to the overwhelming
experiences the Mysteries were famous for producing.

The reading draws its force from the rite itself: from a
transformative reputation sustained across two thousand years, from
ancient descriptions of overwhelming revelation, and from the ceremonial
centrality of the cup. Whatever was in it, the initiates came out
changed, and said so for twenty centuries.

The Mysteries also worked by everything that surrounded the cup:
ritual drama, procession, music, prolonged fasting, darkness,
architectural staging, the weight of expectation, and the emotional
force of a great crowd undergoing something together. Any of these is
capable of profound and lasting transformation, as anyone who has
attended a well-conducted liturgy knows.

The opposition between these explanations is an artifact of modern
habits of thought. The kykeon functioned within a ceremonial system in
which many things converged — the fast, the darkness, the procession,
the drink, the revelation, the return — and no single one of them was
the cause, because the rite as a whole was the cause. This is how
sacraments work.



Chapter XXX
Delphi, Crete, and the
Ecstatic Oracles
✦


At Delphi, the Pythia entered an ecstatic state before delivering the
prophecies that shaped the policy of the Greek world for centuries. The
means have been variously described — vapors rising through the fissures
beneath the temple, ritual technique, botanical preparation. The
institution itself stood for the better part of a thousand years, and
cities ordered their affairs by what came out of it.

The oracles of ancient Greece more broadly may have employed
psychoactive plants to channel divine speech, and the ancient world does
not appear to have found the suggestion scandalous. Prophecy required a
condition other than the ordinary, and the means of reaching it were the
priesthood’s business.

The Minoan civilization of Bronze Age Crete left artistic evidence
suggesting the ritual use of opium poppies, whose imagery recurs in
religious contexts with a consistency difficult to explain otherwise.
The Minoans are reported to have used opium to induce ecstatic states in
religious ceremony.

These traditions differ enormously in detail, in period, and in what
can be established about them. Together they illustrate the pattern this
book keeps returning to: across the ancient Mediterranean, the induction
of extraordinary states was a recognized function of religion, conducted
by specialists, at sanctioned times, in consecrated places, on behalf of
the whole community.



Chapter XXXI
The Incense of the Sanctuary
✦


Incense occupies a central place throughout the Hebrew Bible, and the
most detailed instructions appear in Exodus 30, where Moses is commanded
to prepare a sacred compound of stacte, onycha, galbanum, and pure
frankincense, blended in equal portions.

Two features of the commandment repay attention. The first is that
the formula was reserved exclusively for the worship of the sanctuary.
The second is that its duplication for any other purpose was forbidden
outright. This incense was not a fragrance that happened to be used in
worship. It was consecrated by definition — set apart in its
composition, in its manufacture, and in the prohibition attached to it.
The incense symbolized holiness itself, and its restriction was the
mechanism by which that meaning was maintained.

On the Day of Atonement, the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies
carrying burning incense. According to Leviticus, the cloud concealed
the Ark of the Covenant.

Consider what that cloud accomplishes. It purifies. It protects the
priest from what he approaches. It conceals what must not be seen
directly. It manifests the divine presence in visible form. And it
constitutes prayer, ascending. Five theological functions, performed
simultaneously by the same rising smoke, in the most sacred space of the
tradition, on the most sacred day of its year.

No account of incense as decoration survives contact with this
passage. The smoke was doing something, and everyone involved understood
what.



Chapter XXXII
The Altars of Arad
✦


Among the most discussed archaeological discoveries relating to
biblical incense comes from the Judahite shrine at Tel Arad, in the
Negev.

Two limestone altars recovered from the shrine were subjected to
residue analysis. One yielded frankincense. The other yielded cannabis
residues mixed with animal dung, the dung apparently serving as fuel to
reach the temperature required. The researchers proposed that cannabis
was burned deliberately for ritual fumigation.

The finding attracted enormous attention, and rightly so. This is
direct chemical evidence of cannabis at a Judahite cultic site — not a
literary allusion, not a translation anyone can argue over, but residue
on an altar.

What Arad establishes is plain. The burning of a psychoactive plant
upon a consecrated altar, beside frankincense, within a shrine of the
God of Israel, is documented fact. Someone built that altar. Someone
selected the plant, and prepared it, and kindled it, and did so as an
act of worship. The residue of that worship lay in the Negev for
twenty-six centuries and was still legible when instruments finally
existed to read it.

The shrine stood on the southern frontier, far from the capital,
where the ordinary religion of ordinary Judahites was practiced — which
is precisely where one would expect to find what the chroniclers of the
capital had no occasion to write down.



Chapter XXXIII
Siberia, the Classical
Homeland
✦


The forests and tundra of northern Eurasia preserve some of the
best-documented shamanic traditions on earth, and it is from this region
that the vocabulary of the entire field derives.

Among the Evenki, Yakut, Buryat, Chukchi, and neighboring peoples,
the ritual specialist occupied a central position in communal life —
serving at once as physician, counselor, diviner, ritual leader, weather
specialist, mediator with the ancestors, and guide for the souls of the
dead.

Ceremonies frequently lasted through the night. The specialist wore
elaborate costume hung with metal ornaments, antlers, feathers, and
mirrors, each element representing a helping spirit or a feature of the
cosmology. Drumming intensified across hours. Songs invoked ancestral
powers by name. The community participated through chant and movement
rather than observing from a distance.

Some Siberian traditions are historically associated with ceremonial
use of the fly agaric mushroom, Amanita muscaria, though its
distribution and ritual importance varied considerably among peoples.
Ethnographic accounts describe highly structured methods of preparation
and consumption governed by strict protocols — the structure being, as
always, the point.

Because Amanita muscaria contains compounds quite distinct
from the classic serotonergic psychedelics, its effects differ
substantially from those of psilocybin-containing mushrooms, tending
toward altered sensory perception, dreamlike states, bodily distortion,
and symbolic vision.

Not every Siberian tradition employed the mushroom, and the broader
point does not depend on it. Across the whole region, altered
consciousness was an accepted, respected, and institutionally central
component of religious life, entered by specialists who had been trained
for years to do so.



Chapter XXXIV
The Amazon, the Forest as
Pharmacy
✦


No region illustrates the intimacy of botanical knowledge and
spiritual practice more vividly than the Amazon basin, which contains
tens of thousands of plant species and has functioned for a very long
time as one of humanity’s richest repositories of medicinal
knowledge.

Indigenous healers commonly spend decades mastering the preparation
and ceremonial use of medicinal plants. The training is not casual and
the knowledge is not general; it is held by specific people, transmitted
under specific conditions, and understood to carry obligations.

Among the best known preparations is ayahuasca, a brew combining
Banisteriopsis caapi with companion plants that vary among
traditions. It occupies a central place in numerous indigenous religious
systems throughout western Amazonia.

To traditional practitioners, ayahuasca is not a chemical
preparation. It is a teacher, a healer, and a sacred intelligence with
which one enters a relationship. Ceremonies are conducted within
carefully structured environments featuring the icaros, dietary
discipline, ethical expectations, and the presence of an experienced
guide. Participants come seeking healing, insight, reconciliation, or
understanding.

Modern research has increasingly examined these traditions,
investigating both pharmacological mechanism and psychological outcome,
and has arrived — after considerable expense — at the conclusion the
traditions had already reached: that ceremonial context is not
incidental to the outcome but constitutive of it.



Chapter XXXV
The Wider Testimony
✦


The ethnographic record documents ritual use of psychoactive species
across the inhabited world, in traditions that developed independently
and answered to no common authority.

Psilocybin mushrooms in Mesoamerica, where numerous indigenous
civilizations incorporated sacred mushrooms, cacti, snuffs, and brews
into ceremonial life — traditions that survived centuries of suppression
following European colonization, often by going quietly into the
households of people who had learned what happened when they did
not.
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Peyote among Native American peoples, addressed as a spiritual
teacher and received within a ceremonial framework of considerable
rigor.

Iboga in Central Africa. Fly agaric across parts of northern Eurasia.
Cannabis throughout Asia. Psychoactive snuffs prepared from local
botanicals in numerous regions.

Within all of these traditions, the plants were rarely viewed as mere
chemical agents. They were understood as living teachers, as ancestral
gifts, as embodiments of divine intelligence, or as gateways into the
dimensions inhabited by spirits, gods, and the dead.

This is the inheritance. It is not the property of any one people,
and no tradition described in this book invented it. It is what our
species did, more or less everywhere, for as long as we can see backward
— and what a great many communities are doing still.

BOOK FIVE

Goddesses of the
Sacred Garden
The divine feminine and the green world
✦
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Chapter XXXVI
The Green Language of the
Goddesses
✦


Since the beginning of civilization, humanity has understood the
plant kingdom as more than a source of food and medicine. Plants have
been received as gifts of the gods, as embodiments of divine wisdom, and
as living bridges between the earthly and spiritual worlds. When
agriculture transformed human society it transformed the religious
imagination along with it: fields, forests, mountains, rivers, and
gardens became sacred landscapes populated by beings whose power
expressed itself through vegetation.

Among those beings, goddesses occupy a distinctive place. As figures
of fertility, healing, wisdom, death, rebirth, love, prophecy, and
magic, they became associated again and again with particular plants
reflecting their attributes. Some of these plants were valued for
fragrance or medicinal virtue; others possessed intoxicating or
consciousness-altering effects and entered ritual life accordingly. The
symbolism generally exceeded the physical characteristics, extending to
transformation, revelation, immortality, and the cyclical rhythms of the
natural world.

The relationship between a goddess and her plant is rarely one of
ownership. The plant more often functions as an extension of the goddess
herself — a visible manifestation of her creative, healing, or
mysterious power. To encounter the plant is to encounter something of
her.

Understanding these associations illuminates more than ancient
botany. It illuminates the religious imagination that shaped
civilizations across Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas, and it
reveals a consistent instinct: that the earth’s generosity is personal,
that it can be addressed, and that it expects to be thanked.



Chapter XXXVII
The Gardens of
Mesopotamia and the Nile
✦


Among the earliest great goddesses of Mesopotamia stands
Inanna, known in Akkadian tradition as
Ishtar, who governed love, fertility, kingship,
warfare, and the forces of transformation.

Her temples maintained elaborate sacred gardens of flowering plants,
fruit trees, and aromatic herbs. The date palm — among Mesopotamia’s
most economically vital trees — became closely associated with fertility
and abundance. Cedar, cypress, myrtle, and numerous fragrant resins
occupied important roles in temple ritual.

Incense stood at the very center of Mesopotamian worship. Fragrant
smoke expressed hospitality toward the gods, purified sacred space, and
carried communication between heaven and earth. Her temples became
places where botanical abundance, perfume, and ritual smoke converged
into a single act of devotion.

Isis emerged as one of antiquity’s most influential
divine figures — healer, magician, mother, and queen of heaven, believed
to possess complete knowledge of medicinal herbs and sacred
formulas.

Egyptian medical papyri regularly combine botanical remedies with
prayers and invocations, reflecting a worldview in which healing united
medicine and divine assistance as a matter of course. Isis became the
archetypal herbal healer, the one who taught humanity the virtues of
plants.

Several plants acquired symbolic association with her. The lotus
represented resurrection and spiritual awakening. Papyrus symbolized
knowledge and civilization. The sycamore sheltered souls in the
afterlife. Mandrake appears in Egyptian art and in Egyptian medicine
alike.

The blue lotus appears throughout Egyptian religious art, carrying a
profound symbolic weight bound to rebirth, to the rising sun, and to
creation itself. For Isis, every medicinal plant reflected divine
intelligence at work within nature — the garden as a manifestation of
mind.

Hathor embodied beauty, music, dance, motherhood,
sexuality, and ecstatic celebration, and she was connected deeply with
ritual intoxication.

The annual Festival of Drunkenness commemorated the myth in which
humanity was saved through the goddess’s own intoxication. Participants
drank, sang, danced, and celebrated through the night. Beer became
sacred through its association with her. Lotus flowers appear frequently
in banquet scenes connected with her worship, and fragrant oils and
perfumes formed essential components of her festivals.

These celebrations were not intoxication for its own sake. They
expressed renewal, communal joy, and a sanctioned release from ordinary
existence — the temporary dissolution of the daily order which so many
traditions have found necessary to the order’s maintenance.



Chapter XXXVIII
The Greek Garden
✦


No pair of goddesses illustrates the bond between plants and
religious symbolism more profoundly than Demeter and
Persephone.

Demeter governed agriculture, grain, fertility, and the sustaining
abundance of the earth; barley, wheat, and the cultivated field were her
domain. The Eleusinian Mysteries centered upon the myth of Persephone’s
descent into the underworld and her return each spring, and the
initiates who participated were promised hope beyond death.

One botanical symbol recurs in artistic representations of Demeter:
the opium poppy. Poppies grow naturally among grain, and so accompanied
agricultural imagery as a matter of observation. Ancient writers also
recognized their medicinal and sleep-inducing properties. The
connections among poppies, ritual sleep, dreams, and the Mysteries run
deep, and the flower became one of Demeter’s enduring attributes: a
flower of sleep and of easing, growing in the field of the goddess whose
daughter returns each year from the dead.

Artemis ruled wilderness, mountains, forests,
wildlife, childbirth, and the untamed aspects of nature. Unlike the
agricultural goddesses, her domain was uncultivated land, where
medicinal herbs grow without being planted.

Ancient herbal tradition associated numerous wild plants with her:
mugwort, juniper, cypress, cedar, and wormwood, which appear frequently
in purification rituals, protective charms, and women’s medicine. Later
European folklore continued to identify Artemis — and her Roman
counterpart Diana — with herbal wisdom, the gathering of medicinal
plants by moonlight, and the hidden knowledge of forests.

Few goddesses possess stronger associations with botanical power than
Hecate. Guardian of crossroads, of liminal spaces, of
ghosts and of witchcraft, she became the patroness of ancient herbal
magic.

Classical magical texts associate her with mandrake, belladonna,
henbane, aconite, yew, cypress, and garlic. Many of these species
contain potent alkaloids capable of producing powerful physiological
effects. Ancient sources emphasize accordingly that such herbs demanded
expert knowledge; they were medicines, poisons, ritual ingredients, and
symbols of transformation, and the same plant could be any of these
depending entirely on the knowledge of the person who held it.

Hecate’s standing as mistress of the powerful herbs shaped the herbal
traditions of Europe for two thousand years, and shapes them still
wherever the old plants are gathered by their old names.

Aphrodite presents a different register. Her
botanical associations emphasize beauty, fragrance, sensuality, and
fertility rather than altered consciousness: rose, myrtle, apple,
pomegranate, violet, frankincense, and myrrh. Perfumed oils played
central roles in her worship, and ancient Mediterranean cultures
regarded fragrance itself as an expression of divine beauty. Aromatic
plants symbolized attraction, blessing, and the life-giving power of
love.



Chapter XXXIX
The Northern and Western
Traditions
✦


Within Celtic tradition, Brigid became patroness of
healing, poetry, blacksmithing, and sacred wells. Much pre-Christian
Celtic religion survives only in fragments, but medieval Irish tradition
preserves numerous associations between Brigid and medicinal plants, and
her sacred landscapes included healing springs, herb gardens, oak
groves, and meadows. Traditional Irish folk medicine frequently invoked
her while gathering herbs — a practice that continued long after the
formal conversion of the island, which tells us something about how deep
such associations run.

Welsh mythology presents Cerridwen as a goddess of
transformation, inspiration, wisdom, and magical knowledge. Her cauldron
brews a potion of enlightenment through a year and a day of careful
preparation using diverse herbs and mystical ingredients. Though the
specific botanicals vary among later retellings, the cauldron itself
symbolizes the transformation of ordinary plants into extraordinary
wisdom — an image that profoundly influenced later alchemical, poetic,
and esoteric traditions across Europe.

In Norse mythology, Freyja governs love, fertility,
beauty, magic, and prophecy, and teaches seiðr, a form of
ritual magic involving altered states, prophecy, and communication with
unseen forces. Historical evidence connecting her to specific
psychoactive plants is limited. Later Scandinavian folklore associates
magical practitioners with mugwort, yarrow, juniper, and angelica,
reflecting the broader northern European conviction that plants
possessed spiritual as well as medicinal virtue.



Chapter XL
The Lotus Thrones
✦


The Hindu goddess Saraswati presides over knowledge,
learning, music, language, and the arts, and her principal botanical
symbol is the white lotus.

Here the emphasis falls not on ecstasy but on clarity. The lotus
rises through muddy water and opens unstained. Knowledge, in the same
way, emerges from the world while remaining spiritually transcendent —
present within conditions it is not contaminated by. The image became
one of the most enduring symbols of enlightenment throughout South Asian
religious tradition, and it is the image from which the White Lotus
Society takes its name.

Lakshmi, goddess of prosperity, abundance, beauty,
and good fortune, is almost universally depicted standing or seated upon
a fully opened lotus. The flower signifies purity, spiritual awakening,
fertility, abundance, and cosmic order simultaneously. Though not
associated with psychoactive plants, Lakshmi demonstrates how thoroughly
botanical symbolism can communicate theology through visual imagery
alone, without a word of doctrine.

In East Asian Buddhism, Guanyin embodies compassion
and mercy, and is frequently portrayed holding a willow branch and a
vase of pure water. The willow symbolizes flexibility, healing, and
gentle resilience — the branch that bends in the storm and is standing
afterward. Willow bark acquired real importance within Chinese medicine,
while the branch itself became an emblem of compassionate healing.
Guanyin is not associated with entheogens; she represents the divine
healer whose botanical symbols express restoration and mercy, and she
stands at the center of the devotional life from which the White Lotus
tradition grew.



Chapter XLI
The Flowering World
✦


Among the Nahua peoples of central Mexico,
Xōchiquetzal presided over flowers, fertility, beauty,
weaving, artistic inspiration, and gardens.

Flowers carried profound religious significance throughout
Mesoamerica. Fragrant blossoms accompanied offerings. Sacred gardens
supplied temple ritual. Poetry used flowers persistently as metaphors
for divine beauty and transcendent truth — to the point that “flower and
song” became the standard Nahuatl expression for poetry itself, and by
extension for anything true that could not be said plainly.

While some Mesoamerican ceremonies employed psychoactive plants,
Xōchiquetzal is associated primarily with flowering abundance rather
than with any single entheogenic species. Her domain is the beauty of
the growing world, which the Nahua understood as the most reliable
evidence available that the world was worth having.



Chapter XLII
The Plant as Divine
Companion
✦


Set side by side, the patterns are unmistakable.

Healing goddesses become associated with medicinal herbs.
Agricultural goddesses with grain. Goddesses of love with fragrant
flowers. Goddesses of wisdom with the lotus and the sacred tree.
Goddesses of magic and transformation with the powerful, dangerous,
alkaloid-bearing plants that heal and kill according to the knowledge of
the one who gathers them.

These associations reveal something about how ancient peoples
understood the natural world. Plants were participants in the sacred
order rather than furniture within it. Whether employed for medicine,
perfume, offering, or — in certain traditions — carefully regulated
ceremonial use, they became the means by which divine powers were
recognized and encountered.

The botanical world was not merely nature. It was theology made
visible.

Every flower, tree, resin, grain, and herb carried a story. Every
sacred garden reflected an aspect of the divine. Taken together, these
traditions portray the earth itself as a living sanctuary in which the
mysteries of birth, healing, beauty, death, and renewal unfold
continuously in the green language of plants — a language that requires
no translation, and that human beings have never entirely stopped
reading.

BOOK SIX

The Green Thread
Cannabis hemp across ten thousand years of human life
✦


[image: Cannabis sativa: the green thread running through the whole of the human religious story.]Plate XIIICannabis sativa: the green thread running through the whole of the human religious story.





Chapter XLIII
Hemp Before History
✦


Few plants have accompanied humanity’s journey as faithfully as hemp,
Cannabis sativa L. It has clothed civilizations, supplied rope
and sailcloth for maritime exploration, provided nutritious seed and
oil, served as a medicinal herb across numerous cultures, and, within a
number of religious traditions, functioned as a sacred plant.

Archaeological evidence indicates that humans have cultivated or used
cannabis in various forms for many millennia across Asia, its uses
spreading gradually into Europe, Africa, and eventually the Americas.
The precise timeline continues to be refined by new discoveries. What is
not in question is that cannabis holds one of the longest documented
relationships with human civilization of any cultivated plant.

Wild cannabis appears to have originated in Central Asia, growing
across broad regions of the Eurasian steppe, where hunter-gatherer
societies would have encountered it long before anyone thought to plant
it deliberately. Its tough bast fibers could be twisted into cordage.
Its oily seeds provided protein and essential fatty acids. Both
properties are obvious to anyone who handles the plant, and neither
requires agriculture to exploit.

By the early Neolithic, people were selecting and cultivating hemp
for practical purposes. Impressions of hemp cord on pottery, preserved
fibers, and ancient textiles establish it as one of humanity’s earliest
fiber crops in parts of East Asia. Over subsequent millennia it spread
westward along trade routes and became an agricultural staple across
much of the world.

The versatility of the plant explains its longevity. Every part
proved useful. Fibers became rope, netting, textile, sail, and paper.
Seeds were eaten whole, pressed for oil, or fed to animals. Leaves and
flowers entered traditional medical systems. The plant’s durability made
it indispensable for millennia before industrial materials existed.

Because cannabis was woven into daily life in so many ways, it
acquired symbolic and religious meaning alongside its practical uses —
as useful things generally do, when a people live with them long
enough.



Chapter XLIV
Cannabis in Ancient China
✦


China preserves some of the earliest written references to the
plant.

Ancient agricultural texts describe hemp as one of the fundamental
cultivated crops, supplying clothing, rope, bowstrings, paper, and
nutritious seed. Traditional Chinese medicine employed preparations
derived from various parts of the plant, particularly the seeds, while
historical sources indicate that other preparations were used more
selectively and under more careful conditions.

Chinese mythology identifies no major goddess devoted exclusively to
cannabis. The plant became associated instead with broader divine
figures connected to agriculture, healing, and longevity.

The legendary culture hero Shennong, traditionally
depicted as male, occupies a foundational place in Chinese herbal
tradition as the cataloguer of medicinal plants; cannabis enters the
pharmacological literature attributed to his lineage.

Among female divine figures, Xi Wangmu, the Queen
Mother of the West, became associated with immortality, sacred
mountains, medicinal herbs, and the celestial garden. Ancient texts do
not identify cannabis among her defining plants. Later Daoist tradition
linked her realm with the search for extraordinary botanical medicines
capable of extending life and supporting spiritual attainment, within
which cannabis appears as one plant among many in a vast materia
medica.



Chapter XLV
Magu, the Hemp Maiden
✦


The goddess most directly connected with hemp in Chinese tradition is
Magu — the name meaning, literally, Hemp Maiden.

Magu occupies an important place in Daoist mythology as an immortal
associated with longevity, healing, transformation, and the elixir of
life. Her name contains the character ma (麻), meaning hemp,
and artistic representations frequently depict her as a youthful
immortal carrying baskets of flowers, medicinal plants, or emblems of
long life.

Her name carries the plant within it, and the tradition has never had
occasion to separate them. Later religious and artistic tradition
associates her steadily with herbal medicine, with immortality, and with
the healing virtues of the natural world.

She stands as the clearest figure in East Asian tradition in whose
person the plant, the medicine, and the promise of long life are not
distinguishable from one another — the Hemp Maiden, carrying her baskets
of herbs across a thousand years of painting, offering what she has
gathered.

Daoist literature describes immortals searching remote valleys for
extraordinary medicinal plants capable of nourishing body and spirit.
Cannabis appears within that literature as one part of a tradition that
also included ginseng, reishi, pine pollen, cinnamon, astragalus, and a
great many other botanicals. Female immortals such as Magu and Xi Wangmu
symbolize this broader botanical worldview, and their gardens represent
humanity’s aspiration to recover harmony with the natural order through
medicinal knowledge rather than through any single plant.



Chapter XLVI
Cannabis and the Devotion of
India
✦


Few religious traditions maintain a more enduring relationship with
cannabis than Hinduism.

Historical texts, Ayurvedic literature, and later devotional
tradition all document the plant’s cultural and religious significance.
Preparations, particularly bhang, have long been associated
with certain festivals, with ascetic communities, and with devotional
practice, though customs vary widely across regions and lineages.
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The sacred status of cannabis in the Indian subcontinent is attested
in some of humanity’s oldest religious literature. The Atharva
Veda, estimated to date between 2000 and 1400 BCE, names cannabis
among five sacred plants that release us from anxiety, and states that a
guardian spirit resides within its leaves. The Vedic literature refers
to it as a source of happiness, a joy-giver, and a liberator. This
places cannabis among the earliest entheogens attested anywhere — a
plant employed to facilitate connection with the divine rather than for
diversion.

Scholars have suggested that cannabis may have been a component of
Soma, the ritual beverage central to Vedic religion; the sacramental
basis of that religion was the preparation and consumption of a
decoction obtained from psychoactive ingredients, of which Cannabis
indica may have been one. Its presence in the earliest layers of
Indian religious literature establishes it as a plant of profound
spiritual significance from the beginning of the record.

The deity most famously associated with cannabis is
Shiva, lord of yogis, of meditation, of asceticism, and
of transformative consciousness. Stories connecting Shiva with the plant
appear chiefly in later Hindu literature and folklore rather than in the
earliest Vedic material, but they became deeply embedded within popular
religious culture and remain so.

Parvati, consort of Shiva, embodies fertility,
motherhood, strength, compassion, and the creative power known as
shakti. As goddess of the Himalayas — the region where wild
cannabis has long grown — she represents the living vitality of the
mountains themselves. Classical scripture does not describe her as a
cannabis goddess; later devotional interpretation sometimes regards the
plant as belonging to the sacred landscape shared by Shiva and Parvati,
an expression of the mountain’s abundance rather than an object of
worship in itself.

Kali symbolizes time, death, transformation, and
liberation from illusion. Some modern spiritual movements have linked
cannabis with her as a plant encouraging introspection and the
confrontation of psychological attachment. These associations are
largely contemporary rather than features of classical scripture.
Traditionally, Kali’s power lies not in any botanical sacrament but in
the radical transformation of consciousness that dissolves fear and
ego.

Classical Ayurveda categorizes cannabis as Vijaya —
victory — among medicinal plants possessing powerful
therapeutic properties when properly prepared and administered by
knowledgeable practitioners. Ayurveda does not personify the plant
through a single goddess. It situates it within a worldview that regards
medicinal herbs generally as manifestations of divine intelligence
expressed through nature, and the earth’s generosity as maternal in
character.



Chapter XLVII
The Churning of the Ocean
✦


The mythological origin of cannabis is bound to the sacred geography
of the Himalayas, and particularly to Mount Kailash, the abode of Shiva
and Parvati.

According to origin stories preserved in medieval alchemical texts
such as the Ānandakanda, cannabis emerged from the primordial
event known as Samudramanthana, the Churning of the Ocean of
Milk.

The gods and the demons cooperated to churn the primordial ocean in
search of amrita, the elixir of immortality. Before the amrita
appeared, a terrible poison called hālāhala rose from the
depths — so virulent that it threatened all creation. Shiva carried the
poison away in his drinking bowl to his cave on Mount Kailash, and drank
it, and it turned his throat blue, and in him it was transformed into
amrita. Satisfied, he overturned the emptied cup; a few last drops
spilled out, draining from the door of the cave and down the valleys of
the Himalayas. From those drops the first cannabis plants grew.

The theology of this story is worth dwelling on, because it is
unusually explicit. The plant does not descend from heaven pure. It
originates in poison — poison that would have destroyed the world —
which passes through the body of the god and is transmuted there into
the medicine of immortality. What reaches humanity is the residue of
that transformation. The plant is therefore not simply a gift; it is
evidence of what the divine does with what is deadly, and a standing
reminder that the difference between poison and medicine is made by the
vessel that receives it.

Mount Kailash stands in southwestern Tibet and remains pivotal in the
sacred geography of Hindus and Tantric Buddhists alike. The region
around the mountain is the source of four life-giving rivers, including
the Indus, the Brahmaputra, the Sutlej, and the Karnali, a major
tributary of the Ganges. Cannabis is thus connected mythologically not
only to the abode of Shiva but to the headwaters of India’s most sacred
river. The plants that grow wild in the Himalayan region are called the
Lord’s herb, and consuming them is held to cleanse the bodily system and
bring one nearer to the sinless Shiva.



Chapter XLVIII
The Herb of the High
Mountains
✦


In the rugged, windswept peaks where Afghanistan, Pakistan, and
northern India converge grows a cannabis variety as resilient as the
landscape that produced it.

Known as Hindu Kush, it is a landrace — a population that evolved
over generations without deliberate human selection, adapting to a
harsh, high-altitude environment. The plants grow short and compact,
with dense resinous flowers and a strong earthy aroma carrying notes of
spice and sandalwood. The five-hundred-mile mountain chain that gives
the variety its name has served for millennia as a natural crossroads
between Central and South Asia, and the plant has been part of that
crossroads for as long as anyone has been crossing it.

Its passage into wider modern awareness followed the overland travel
routes of the 1960s and 1970s, when Western travelers seeking spiritual
and cultural exploration passed through the region and encountered the
indigenous varieties. Seeds returned with them; the hardy mountain
genetics proved unusually adaptable, and Kush became a familiar name far
from the mountains that produced it.

Something is worth noticing in that history. A plant shaped by a
specific place, and cultivated within a specific religious landscape for
thousands of years, was carried outward largely by people who had gone
east looking for exactly what the plant had always been part of. The
traffic was not accidental. It followed a spiritual road that had been
open for a very long time.



Chapter XLIX
Bhang and Charas
✦


From the cannabis growing in the shadow of the Himalayas emerged two
distinct preparations that became central to Indian religious and
cultural life.

Bhang, an edible preparation made from the leaves,
has been used in food and drink since at least 1000 BCE. Typically taken
as a drink mixed with milk, sugar, and spices, it is traditionally
distributed during the spring festivals of Maha Shivaratri and Holi —
celebrations intimately associated with Shiva.

Charas, the resin gathered from living plants, has
equally deep roots in the region, and the Hindu Kush mountains are
particularly renowned for their resin-rich varieties. The word derives
from Sanskrit, and the tradition of hand-gathering charas remains a
living cultural practice in parts of the Himalayas.

The two preparations represent different expressions of the same
sacred plant. Bhang, the gentler preparation of leaves, belongs to
devotional offering and communal celebration; it is shared, publicly, at
festivals, by ordinary households. Charas, the concentrated resin,
belongs to the more intensive spiritual practice of sadhus and yogis,
who are not ordinary households and whose whole lives are ordered around
a discipline the festival crowd does not attempt.

That the tradition distinguishes between them — assigning each to its
proper context, its proper season, and its proper practitioner —
reflects a sophistication developed across thousands of years. The
distinction is itself a form of religious knowledge.



Chapter L
A Gift from the Gods
✦


Throughout Hindu tradition, cannabis is portrayed consistently as a
divine gift bestowed upon humanity out of compassion.

In the Raja Valabba, the gods send hemp to the human race so
that they might attain delight, lose fear, and increase desire. Certain
scriptures refer to the plant as Shiva’s joy, or as the joy-giver. Other
traditions name it Vijaya, victory, because it was given only after the
gods had defeated the demons — a plant whose name commemorates the
triumph it accompanied.

The association with Shiva is particularly significant. As the
supreme ascetic whose meditation on Mount Kailash represents
transcendence, discipline, and the pursuit of moksha, Shiva is
understood in these traditions to be aided by the plant in his own
practice. Hindu mythology holds that he planted the cannabis fields in
the district of Kullu in Himachal Pradesh, and that he commanded the
word Bhangi to be chanted during the sowing and the harvest of
the holy plant.

In practice, offerings are made to Shiva during religious festivals,
with community members sharing among one another. Many households in
India grow a plant specifically to offer to passing sadhus, and during
evening devotional services its use among those present is unremarkable.
For Hindu mendicants and devotees, its ingestion became one spiritual
response to the nondualism drawn from the Upanishads and the
Bhagavad Gītā — an aid in transcending the limitations of
ordinary consciousness, within a tradition that had thought carefully
about what those limitations are.



Chapter LI
Hemp as a Civilizational
Plant
✦


Beyond mythology, hemp became something close to a civilizational
necessity.

It clothed farmers. It equipped soldiers. It rigged ships. It bound
books. It supplied lamp oil. It fed livestock. It enriched soil. And it
produced the paper on which scriptures, poems, legal codes, and
philosophical works were recorded and preserved.

Long before cotton dominated textile production or wood pulp
transformed papermaking, hemp served as one of the foundational
materials of settled human life. A plant of that importance does not
remain outside the symbolic world. Religious traditions naturally
incorporated it, and a plant that sustained everyday existence readily
became a symbol of divine providence, abundance, endurance, and the
generosity of the earth.

Its history therefore cannot be sorted into agricultural, medicinal,
and religious categories. It belongs to all three simultaneously, and
always has.



Chapter LII
Cannabis as Sacred Medicine
✦


One theme recurs across every culture that met the plant: the
understanding of cannabis as medicine.

Ancient Chinese physicians described it. Ayurvedic practitioners
classified it. Islamic medical scholars discussed it. Medieval
herbalists recorded it. Early modern European physicians prescribed it.
Their indications, preparations, and underlying theories differed
considerably, as one would expect across such distances of time and
thought, but the plant appears in all of their pharmacopoeias.

Within religious contexts, healing itself carried sacred
significance. The healer stood as mediator between the natural world and
human suffering. Medicinal plants were understood as gifts rather than
commodities — given, not merely found, and therefore owed gratitude
rather than payment. The divine feminine, expressed through goddesses of
healing, fertility, and compassion, supplied the symbolic framework
within which such gifts were understood.

Throughout history, certain plants have occupied a unique place in
the human imagination. They have been received not as biological
resources but as teachers, companions, medicines, sources of
inspiration, and bridges between the visible world and the unseen.
Cannabis stands among the oldest and most culturally significant of
these.



Chapter LIII
The Sacred Plant as a
Gift of Creation
✦


Many religious traditions teach that the natural world is not
separate from the divine but an expression of divine creativity.
Mountains, rivers, animals, and plants are sacred manifestations of a
greater order, and plants that provide extraordinary benefit have
frequently been regarded as blessings entrusted to humanity for wise and
compassionate use.

Cannabis hemp fits squarely within this ancient understanding. It
touches nearly every aspect of human existence, providing nourishment,
clothing, shelter materials, medicine, spiritual inspiration, and
ecological restoration. A plant capable of serving so many roles invites
the recognition that all life is interconnected — which is the
recognition most religious traditions exist to cultivate.

The sacredness of hemp does not arise from the plant in isolation. It
arises from the relationship formed between humanity and the plant. A
seed planted with gratitude, a field tended with care, a medicine
prepared with compassion, or a rite conducted with reverence transforms
ordinary activity into spiritual practice. The plant becomes a reminder
that human beings participate in nature rather than presiding over
it.

Nourishment. Hemp seeds are highly nutritious,
containing complete proteins, essential fatty acids, fiber, vitamins,
and minerals. They have served as food across various cultures and
continue to be explored as a sustainable crop. A sacred understanding of
food recognizes nourishment as more than the transfer of calories: food
connects humanity to the earth, the seasons, the soil, the sun, and the
labor of countless living beings. Where a plant can help feed
communities facing scarcity, cultivating and protecting it becomes an
act of compassion.

The forests. Forests are among the most sacred
ecosystems on earth, regulating climate, protecting biodiversity,
purifying water, and sheltering countless species; many traditions
regard them as temples of the natural world. Hemp fiber has long been
valued for producing materials otherwise derived from forests —
textiles, paper, building materials. Hemp alone cannot replace every use
of forests. Its potential role within a broader sustainable materials
economy nonetheless illustrates an important principle: humanity can
seek to meet its needs without destroying the living systems on which
all life depends. Planting responsibly, restoring degraded land, and
developing regenerative agriculture become, in this understanding, forms
of ecological prayer.

Healing. Ancient medical systems recorded cannabis
for various purposes, and modern research continues to investigate
cannabinoids and their relationship with the human body. From a
spiritual perspective, healing plants represent compassion within
creation itself. A medicine is not merely a chemical; it is one part of
a relationship among healer, patient, plant, and environment. The sacred
healer — herbalist, shaman, physician-priest, medicine keeper —
understood healing as the restoration of harmony among body, mind,
spirit, and world.

Contemplation. For some practitioners, cannabis
functions as an entheogen: a sacrament aiding meditation, prayer, and
reflection. Religious traditions throughout history have cultivated
spiritual awareness through fasting, chanting, meditation, prayer,
sacred music, pilgrimage, and ritual substances. Cannabis-based practice
belongs to this larger human search for transcendence. Its religious
significance lies not in the plant’s effects alone but in the intention,
the context, and the meaning that surround its use. A sacrament is
defined by its sacred purpose.



Chapter LIV
The Green Thread Through
History
✦


The story of hemp spans several documented millennia and extends much
further into humanity’s prehistoric relationship with the natural world.
As one of the earliest cultivated fiber plants it helped communities
weave clothing, manufacture rope, create paper, nourish populations, and
build expanding civilizations. Alongside those roles it entered the
realms of medicine, ritual, and religious practice.

The goddesses associated with hemp rarely governed the plant alone.
They embodied the broader forces the plant came to represent: healing,
fertility, longevity, wisdom, abundance, transformation, and humanity’s
partnership with the living earth. Magu preserves the plant directly in
her name; Parvati, Isis, Demeter, and others represent landscapes and
traditions in which sacred and medicinal plants held profound
importance.

Its fibers helped build civilizations. Its seeds nourished
generations. Its medicinal applications entered traditional healing
systems across three continents. Its presence in ritual contributed to
the spiritual life of diverse communities from the Himalayas to the
Eurasian steppe.

In this sense hemp stands not only as one of humanity’s oldest
cultivated plants but as a botanical symbol of the enduring relationship
between nature, culture, and the sacred — a green thread running
unbroken through the whole fabric of human history, visible wherever
anyone has cared to look for it.

BOOK SEVEN

The White
Lotus and the Sacred Smoke
A tradition, its incense, and the name that was used against
it
✦


[image: The white lotus: root in the mud, blossom in the open air, and no distance between them.]Plate XVThe white lotus: root in the mud, blossom in the open air, and no distance between them.





Chapter LV
The Society of the White
Lotus
✦


The White Lotus Society — Bailianjiao — occupies a
distinctive place in the religious history of East Asia, and it has been
misread for most of its existence by people with reasons for misreading
it.

The tradition traces its origin to Mount Lu, where in 386 CE the monk
Huiyuan gathered a company before an image of Amitābha and bound them by
vow to a common practice and a common destination. What formed there was
not a monastic order in the ordinary sense but a society: monks and
laypeople together, of mixed rank, held by shared devotion rather than
by institutional office. That structure — devotional, lay-inclusive, and
largely independent of state religious administration — is the
tradition’s inheritance and the source of most of its subsequent
difficulties.

It grew through centuries of interaction among Pure Land Buddhism,
Daoist spirituality, folk religion, and the other currents of Chinese
religious life. In the twelfth century Mao Ziyuan gave the movement a
liturgy, a doctrinal chart, and a lay discipline that ordinary
households could actually keep, and the tradition spread accordingly —
through families, through villages, through the recitation of the
Buddha’s name at home in the evening.

Imperial governments viewed such communities with suspicion, because
some movements to which the White Lotus name became attached
participated in periods of unrest. Reducing the tradition to rebellion,
however, overlooks nearly everything it actually consisted of:
devotional worship, meditation, ritual incense, moral cultivation,
millenarian hope, charitable activity, and a deep reverence for the
symbolism of the lotus itself.

Its most recognizable feature was the communal gathering, in which
devotees burned incense, chanted scripture, invoked Maitreya Buddha, and
cultivated inner transformation. Historical records describe incense
consistently as integral to White Lotus ritual life — so consistently
that when the imperial authorities came to write the tradition into law,
incense is what they used to identify it.



Chapter LVI
The Incense Ceremonies
✦


The Qing Legal Code condemned all societies calling themselves at
random White Lotus, who in secret places keep prints and images, who
gather the people by burning incense, meeting at night and dispersing by
day.

Read that provision carefully. It is a statute written by people who
had observed the practice closely enough to describe it accurately and
had decided in advance what it meant. Gathering by incense. Meeting at
night. Dispersing at dawn. Images kept in places not open to inspection.
To the magistrate, every one of these was evidence of conspiracy. To the
community, every one of them was liturgy.

[image: The incense ceremony — the offering made with both hands, as the rite prescribes.]Plate XVIThe incense ceremony — the offering made with both hands, as the rite prescribes.

This is the recurring difficulty of minority religion, and it is not
peculiar to China. A gathering that meets after dark because its members
work during the day looks furtive. A ceremony conducted in a private
room because no public building is available looks secret. Images kept
at home rather than in a licensed temple look concealed. The observable
facts are identical; the interpretation is supplied entirely by the
observer, and the observer in this case held the power to prosecute.

The incense was never a disguise. Incense has been revered across
Asian traditions for its spiritual benefit — held to confer security,
peace, and heightened concentration, and therefore suited to meditation
and contemplative practice. Tibetan White Lotus incense was understood
to strengthen the ascending energies of the subtle body and to assist
toward spiritual liberation. Lotus incense in particular carried
associations built up over centuries of use.

The act of burning incense was a sacrament, not a screen.



Chapter LVII
The Lotus and the Censer
✦


The choice of the lotus was not arbitrary, and the plant repays
attention on several levels at once.

Both the sacred lotus, Nelumbo nucifera, and the blue lotus,
Nymphaea caerulea, have been recognized across cultures for
very long periods as possessing effects beyond fragrance. Modern
pharmacological research has identified constituents including
apomorphine, a dopamine agonist, and nuciferine, associated with calming
action. The ancient Egyptians employed blue lotus in religious ritual to
occasion heightened consciousness and spiritual awareness, and it has
long been hypothesized that the flowers were steeped in wine for
ceremonial purposes reaching back some three thousand years. The
isolation of psychoactive constituents from Nymphaea species
has lent chemical support to the proposal that these plants served
religious purposes in both the Old World and the New.

Set beside this the symbolic weight the flower already carried. The
lotus rises from mud. It passes through opaque water. It opens above the
surface unstained by anything it has traveled through, and it closes at
dusk and opens again at dawn. For Buddhism it became the standing image
of awakening: not purity that was never soiled, but purity attained by
passing through what is soiled and emerging unmarked.

A tradition that took this flower as its name, and burned it in its
ceremonies, was making a coherent statement — one that its members
understood without needing it explained, and that its magistrates never
troubled to ask about.



Chapter LVIII
Incense as Sacrament
Rather Than Ornament
✦


Modern observers sometimes regard incense as decorative.
Historically, it functioned as liturgy.

Its fragrance marked sacred space. Its smoke figured ascending
prayer. Its preparation required ritual discipline and expense. Its
ingredients carried symbolic significance rooted in centuries of
accumulated tradition, and the selection of one resin over another was a
theological act.

Throughout Asia, incense accompanied meditation, chanting,
ordination, funerals, pilgrimage, temple offering, and the observances
of the seasonal calendar. Composed of sandalwood, agarwood, lotus,
camphor, cloves, cinnamon, or any of a hundred other botanicals, it
served as embodied theology: the offering of fragrant smoke expressed
reverence through the senses rather than through words, and reached the
illiterate and the learned equally.

That historical communities held particular ingredients to support
concentration, tranquility, and contemplative awareness sits naturally
within a worldview that regarded creation itself as participating in
divine grace. There is nothing anomalous in it. The tradition that
consecrates bread has never found it strange that bread also
nourishes.

The White Lotus tradition can therefore be understood within a much
larger global context in which botanical substances occupy sacred rather
than merely medicinal roles — a context that includes Egyptian ritual,
Vedic Soma, Zoroastrian Haoma, the ceremonial plants of the Americas,
and the incense of Buddhist, Daoist, and Hindu practice alike.



Chapter LIX
The Name as a Weapon
✦


The history of the White Lotus illustrates with unusual clarity how
political conflict shapes the perception of religion.

Across many centuries, governments applied the label broadly,
attaching it to diverse movements with different beliefs and different
objectives. The name became an administrative category rather than a
description — a heading under which a magistrate could file anything
unfamiliar and thereby make it prosecutable. Later historical accounts
inherited the filing system and blurred the distinction between peaceful
devotional communities and groups involved in rebellion.

Modern scholarship has established what practitioners always knew.
The work of B. J. ter Haar and Cao Xinyu has shown that the sectarian
conspiracy described in the sources never existed in the form the state
described; the label was a political instrument, applied downward by
officials, and the tradition it was applied to was overwhelmingly a lay
devotional one that survived in households and continued to do so
through every campaign directed against it.

This phenomenon is not peculiar to China. Governments have repeatedly
associated minority religious movements with political instability,
whether or not the association reflected the beliefs of adherents. The
resulting narratives emphasize conflict and omit everything else: the
ordinary worship, the charity, the contemplative practice, the funerals,
the care of the sick, the raising of children within a faith.

Recognizing this does not require denying that episodes of rebellion
occurred. It requires distinguishing a religious tradition from the
historical actions of particular factions — a distinction routinely
extended to majority religions and routinely withheld from minority
ones.



Chapter LX
A Sacrament Honored
✦


Contemporary expressions of the tradition acknowledge this heritage
openly. The Golden Flower Abbey of the White Lotus Society maintains a
universalist, syncretic, and entheogenic perspective, and teaches from a
center of compassion, herbalism, and spiritual awakening.

This is not innovation. It is recovery — the deliberate reclaiming of
what the tradition always contained, brought back into the light after
generations in which it was safer to say nothing. The Society holds that
the sacred smoke of incense, and the plants that creation has provided
for the support of contemplation, serve as legitimate sacraments for
approaching the divine.

Within the restored Society, the sacrament is received under the
ordinary conditions that govern every sacrament in every tradition worth
the name. It is received with preparation. It is received within a
community that knows the recipient. It is received for the purposes of
prayer, contemplation, healing, and gratitude, and not otherwise. It is
surrounded by moral expectation, and by the understanding that what is
disclosed in such a state must be carried afterward into an ordinary
life or it was not worth disclosing.

The incense ceremonies were never merely political cover. They were
encounters with the sacred, facilitated by the plants that priests and
ritual specialists have employed since time immemorial, and conducted by
people who were arrested for it.

To reduce the White Lotus Society to a chapter in the history of
rebellion is to miss the current running beneath its history. Its
ceremonies, its veneration of the lotus, and its reverence toward the
plant world place it within the great tapestry of human spiritual
seeking — a tradition that recognizes the plant kingdom as a source of
revelation and transformation. In honoring these roots, the Society does
not depart from the world’s great religious traditions. It continues a
practice as old as humanity: the use of sacred plants to open perception
and to commune with the divine.

The smoke of its incense carries not rebellion, but prayer.



Chapter LXI
The Lotus as a Symbol
of Transformation
✦


The lotus stands among humanity’s most profound religious symbols,
and what it teaches is legible to anyone who has looked at one.

It rises from muddy water. It transforms darkness into beauty. It
embodies purity emerging from imperfection rather than purity preserved
from contact. It represents enlightenment attained through perseverance,
by a route that runs through difficulty rather than around it.

For Buddhists the lotus signifies awakening. For practitioners within
the White Lotus tradition it signifies something more particular: the
conviction that every human being possesses the capacity for spiritual
rebirth, without exception, regardless of what water they are currently
standing in. This is the tradition’s central claim, and it is the reason
the tradition was always lay, always household, always open to people
whom the licensed institutions of religion had no interest in.

Encountered as flower, as artwork, as incense, as meditation object,
or as poetic figure, the lotus reminds those who receive it that
transcendence remains possible amid suffering and uncertainty — and that
the mud is not an obstacle to the flower. The mud is where the flower
comes from.

BOOK EIGHT

Freedom of
Conscience
Sacred plants, sincere belief, and the protection of religious
life
✦


[image: Freedom of conscience made visible: a congregation processing in its own smoke.]Plate XVIIFreedom of conscience made visible: a congregation processing in its own smoke.





Chapter LXII
Religious Freedom as a
Fundamental Right
✦


Religious freedom is among the most fundamental rights recognized in
the modern world. It reflects the principle that every person possesses
an inherent dignity and the capacity to seek meaning, truth, and purpose
according to conscience.

The freedom to believe, to worship, to practice, to change one’s
religion, or to decline religion altogether is not a privilege granted
by governments. In many legal and philosophical traditions it is
understood as a liberty that exists because human beings are the kind of
creatures who determine their own spiritual commitments — a fact about
persons rather than a concession by states.

Throughout history religious belief has shaped civilizations,
cultures, moral systems, art, philosophy, and community. History also
records with painful consistency what happens when governments or
dominant groups attempt to control conscience. Persecution, forced
conversion, the suppression of minority traditions, and restriction of
practice have caused suffering on an enormous scale. The modern doctrine
of religious freedom developed in direct response to that experience,
and it establishes a boundary: the human conscience is to be protected
from unnecessary interference.

The protection extends beyond institutions. It safeguards the inner
life of individual persons, recognizing that spiritual identity,
philosophical conviction, and moral conscience belong among the deepest
aspects of human existence.

The foundation is a single principle. A person has the right to
determine their own relationship with the sacred.

Different cultures express this differently. Some describe it as the
freedom to follow divine revelation. Others as freedom of conscience,
the pursuit of truth, or the right of each individual to seek
enlightenment along their own path. Beneath the theological differences
the concept is consistent: human beings possess an inner dimension of
belief that cannot legitimately be controlled by force. A government may
regulate external action to protect public safety and the rights of
others. The internal realm of belief belongs to the person.



Chapter LXIII
The Instruments
✦


Modern international law recognizes religious freedom as a core human
right.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United
Nations in 1948, states that every person has the right to freedom of
thought, conscience, and religion — including the freedom to change
one’s religion or belief, and the freedom to manifest belief through
teaching, practice, worship, and observance. The International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights protects the same freedoms, recognizing
that individuals must be free to hold beliefs of their choosing and that
no person should be subjected to coercion impairing their capacity to
adopt or maintain them.

These instruments establish religious liberty as a universal standard
rather than a cultural preference of any particular society.

In the United States, religious freedom occupies a central position
in constitutional law. The First Amendment provides that Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof. The Establishment Clause prevents the government
from creating an official religion or favoring one tradition over
another. The Free Exercise Clause protects individuals and communities
in the practice of their faith. Together they were designed to prevent
both governmental control of religion and governmental hostility toward
it.

The American tradition of religious liberty emerged from centuries of
European conflict in which state-sponsored religion and religious
persecution were ordinary. Many of its earliest advocates argued that
genuine faith requires voluntary commitment, and that compelled worship
is not worship at all — an argument made most forcefully by members of
minority sects who had experienced the alternative.



Chapter LXIV
The Protection of Conscience
✦


At the heart of religious freedom lies conscience: the inner capacity
through which persons evaluate morality, meaning, and purpose. Religious
belief is one expression of conscience; philosophical, spiritual, and
ethical conviction are others.

Protecting religious freedom therefore protects more than
institutions. It protects the individual seeker. A person may belong to
a large established religion, a small minority tradition, a newly formed
spiritual community, or to none. The principle does not vary:
individuals should be free to follow their sincerely held
convictions.

This protection matters most for minority religions and emerging
movements, which lack the social influence and historical recognition
that larger traditions enjoy — and which, for exactly that reason, are
the first to be restricted when a society decides it is tired of
difference.

A serious commitment to religious freedom therefore requires
protecting small religious communities, indigenous spiritual traditions,
new religious movements, reform movements within established religions,
nontraditional forms of worship, and those who choose not to participate
in religion at all.

The measure of religious freedom in any society is not whether the
majority can practice its faith. Majorities are rarely in danger. The
measure is whether everyone — including minorities and unpopular groups
— possesses equal protection under the law.



Chapter LXV
The Diversity of Sacraments
✦


Religious traditions express belief through practice: prayer,
meditation, dietary observance, sacred clothing, ritual gathering, holy
days, ceremonial objects, sacraments, religious education, and spiritual
discipline. For believers these are not optional customs but essential
expressions of faith. A conception of religious freedom that protected
private belief while restricting all meaningful expression would reduce
the right to an empty formality.

Many religions employ physical substances within spiritual practice:
bread and wine in Christian traditions, water in baptism, sacred oils
for anointing, incense across most of the world’s liturgies, ritual
foods, herbal preparations, ceremonial beverages. Practitioners do not
regard these as ordinary objects. Their significance derives from
religious meaning and ceremonial context rather than from material
composition.

One of the defining characteristics of religious liberty is that
governments are not charged with determining which sincere religious
practices are spiritually correct. The right exists precisely because
traditions understand the sacred in profoundly different ways.

For one community, bread and wine become the central sacrament. For
another, flowing water signifies purification. For another, incense
becomes prayer made visible. For another, fasting opens the heart. For
another, silence itself is the highest worship.

Constitutional democracies generally protect this diversity by
recognizing that sincere belief deserves equal dignity whether or not
the majority shares it. The legitimacy of a religion does not depend on
its popularity, its antiquity, or its theological conformity. Religious
liberty rests on the principle that individuals possess freedom of
conscience and may pursue transcendent meaning according to sincerely
held belief, provided they respect the rights of others.

This becomes especially important where governments encounter
unfamiliar practice. History demonstrates that minority religions are
misunderstood precisely because their rituals differ from those of the
dominant culture. A great many practices now unremarkable — monasticism,
meditation, fasting, pilgrimage, contemplative silence, the early
Christian Eucharist — were once regarded with suspicion by authorities
who had not troubled to learn what they meant.



Chapter LXVI
Modern Entheogenic Religions
✦


Modern entheogenic religions belong to the broad spectrum of
religious expression. Like older traditions they are organized around
shared beliefs, sacred narratives, ritual practice, ethical teaching,
and communities of worship. Their use of sacred plants is understood by
adherents as sacramental rather than recreational.

Within these communities the plants are regarded as gifts of
creation, as teachers, or as sacramental aids supporting humility,
introspection, healing, and connection with the sacred. The experience
is embedded within a larger religious framework: ritual preparation,
prayer, music, ethical commitment, community support, and subsequent
reflection. The plant is generally understood not as the object of
worship but as one element of a larger practice.

The historical precedent is deep. Across many cultures, historians
and anthropologists have documented ceremonial plant use in religious
contexts among indigenous peoples of the Americas, in parts of Africa,
in Siberia, and elsewhere. Modern entheogenic communities frequently
understand themselves as continuing, reviving, or drawing inspiration
from these traditions while adapting to contemporary circumstances.

Their theological reasoning varies. Some hold that the plants
facilitate contemplative states deepening prayer and meditation. Others
receive them as sacraments through which reconciliation, healing, or
insight is sought. Most emphasize that they are to be approached with
reverence, preparation, and moral responsibility rather than casually.
Ceremonies commonly include ritual leaders, established liturgies,
sacred music, communal participation, and structured opportunity for
integration afterward.

From the standpoint of comparative religion, this pattern is not
structurally different from the sacramental use of material elements
across the world’s faiths. The specific sacrament differs; the religious
grammar is familiar.

The study of religion also recognizes that transcendent experience
arises through many pathways — prayer, meditation, fasting, chanting,
pilgrimage, silence, ritual dance, breathwork, sacramental ceremony.
Entheogenic traditions generally regard sacred plants as one such
pathway rather than the only one, and their theology commonly emphasizes
that transformation depends not on the substance alone but on intention,
preparation, ethical living, community, and sustained practice.

These traditions are diverse and should be considered individually
rather than as a single category. Some are rooted in indigenous
lineages; others are newly established. Some emphasize healing, others
mystical theology, ecological spirituality, personal transformation, or
communal worship. Within religious studies, questions of authenticity
are generally understood to turn on the sincerity of belief, the
coherence of the religious system, the existence of a community of
practice, and the role the beliefs play in adherents’ lives — not on
whether outsiders find the theology congenial.



Chapter LXVII
The Long Prohibition
✦


The history of cannabis prohibition is not solely a story of public
health. It is also a story of politics, economics, social attitudes,
institutional power, and competing interests.

Some supporters of prohibition acted from genuine concern about
addiction and public safety. The historical record also shows policies
shaped by misinformation, by racial and social prejudice, by political
incentive, and by economic interests that benefited from
restriction.

Cannabis and hemp had been cultivated for thousands of years for
fiber, food, oil, and industry, and cannabis preparations belonged to
traditional medical systems across Asia, the Middle East, and parts of
Africa. The modern prohibition movement developed chiefly in the early
twentieth century, as many governments began restricting psychoactive
substances through criminal law. Cannabis became associated with social
anxieties surrounding immigration, racial minorities, countercultural
movements, and changing social norms.

In the United States, early restrictions were accompanied by
sensationalized campaigns portraying the plant as uniquely capable of
producing violence, insanity, and moral collapse. Many of these claims
were exaggerated or unsupported. The result was a public narrative in
which cannabis became a symbol of broader social fears rather than a
subject evaluated on evidence.

Several forces sustained the arrangement once established.

Misinformation. Public campaigns presented cannabis
as uniquely dangerous while minimizing the risks of legal substances.
Sound policy requires accurate information, transparent debate,
acknowledgment of uncertainty, proportionate response, and willingness
to revise when evidence changes. Where a policy continues after its
original premises have been contradicted, it has passed from caution
into institutional resistance.

Economic interest. Hemp represented a versatile
agricultural resource capable of producing fiber, paper, oil, and other
materials. Historians debate the degree of influence particular
industries exercised over prohibition. What is clear is that economic
competition has shaped agricultural and industrial policy throughout
history, and that where a resource threatens established markets,
incentives to influence regulation exist.

Institutional momentum. Enforcement expanded the
authority of agencies and created bureaucracies devoted to control.
Institutions develop an interest in their own continuation, and may
resist reforms threatening their budgets, authority, or social role. A
policy designed to protect society becomes problematic when maintaining
the policy matters more than evaluating whether it works.

Unequal enforcement. Although consumption occurred
across all demographic groups, enforcement disproportionately affected
certain communities. Arrests, criminal records, and incarceration
produced consequences reaching into employment, housing, education,
professional licensing, and family stability — harms that plainly
exceeded anything associated with the plant itself.

Suppression of inquiry. Restrictive classification
impeded research into medical application, therapeutic mechanism, risk,
and long-term effect. Science advances through investigation. Where
political decision prevents objective study, society loses information
that could improve health and safety, and the system designed to ensure
safety undermines it.

The deepest criticism is moral. Human beings have used plants as
medicine throughout history, and herbal traditions worldwide have relied
on botanical knowledge to address suffering. Where people turn to a
plant for pain, for illness, for spiritual practice, or for well-being,
treating them as criminals represents a failure of compassion. Criminal
law is a powerful instrument and is properly reserved for conduct that
genuinely endangers others.

For communities that receive cannabis as sacred, prohibition is
experienced not merely as legal restriction but as interference with a
religious relationship — which is why the subject belongs in this book
at all.



Chapter LXVIII
The Gateway Reconsidered
✦


For decades cannabis was portrayed through the gateway theory: the
claim that its use leads inevitably toward more dangerous substances.
The idea shaped policy, culture, and law across generations.

The theory arose from the observation that many people who used
harder drugs had previously used cannabis. Correlation is not causation.
Sequence alone establishes nothing; most people who drink coffee do not
progress to stronger stimulants.

Substance use patterns are shaped by social environment, trauma and
stress, mental health, economic conditions, access to healthcare, family
history, availability, and cultural influence. A fuller account treats
cannabis as one factor within a complex human situation rather than as a
cause.

Harm reduction begins from a different premise: that where people
face risk, society should seek practical means of reducing suffering,
injury, and death. Rather than demanding perfection, it emphasizes
compassion, education, safety, and realistic support.

Within that framework, several observations recur. Some individuals
report using cannabis as an alternative to substances carrying higher
risks of overdose or severe dependence — a pattern often discussed as
substitution. Many who struggle with alcohol describe cannabis as
helping them reduce their drinking. The argument is not that cannabis is
harmless or suitable for everyone; it is that relative risk matters, and
that a less harmful option may reduce overall harm.

People also frequently seek substances while attempting to manage
chronic pain, insomnia, anxiety, emotional distress, trauma-related
symptoms, and physical discomfort. Where legitimate needs go unmet,
relief is sought through more dangerous means. Access to safer
therapeutic options may reduce that pressure.

Context shapes outcome as much as chemistry does. A ritual tea
ceremony, a glass of wine with a meal, a prescribed medication, and
reckless misuse all involve substances; the meaning and the results
differ enormously. Many cannabis traditions emphasize mindfulness,
meditation, creativity, community, healing, respect for nature, and
personal reflection. Within such contexts the plant functions as part of
a culture of intentional use.

Prohibition itself can increase danger. Where substances are driven
underground, consumers lack accurate information, products may be
contaminated, people avoid seeking help for fear of punishment, and
criminal markets replace regulated ones. The question worth asking is
not how to eliminate substances but how to reduce suffering and protect
life.

The sacred use of cannabis is fundamentally incompatible with the
notion that the plant exists only as a stepping stone toward
destruction. It represents instead a philosophy of responsible
relationship: respect the plant, respect oneself, respect others.

The true gateway is not a plant. The true gateway is suffering
without support, trauma without healing, and communities without
compassion.



Chapter LXIX
The Return of Recognition
✦


For nearly a century cannabis occupied a paradoxical position in
American law — simultaneously among the most restricted substances and
among the most widely used medicinal plants in human history.

The reversal began with medicine. The Food and Drug Administration
has approved four cannabis-derived or cannabis-related pharmaceutical
products: Epidiolex, a purified cannabidiol formulation approved for
seizures associated with Lennox-Gastaut and Dravet syndromes; and three
synthetic cannabinoid drugs — Marinol, Syndros, and Cesamet — approved
for chemotherapy-associated nausea and for anorexia with weight loss in
AIDS patients.

Beyond specific approvals, the agency conducted broader review. In
2023 it completed an assessment finding scientific support for use in
treating anorexia related to a medical condition, nausea and vomiting,
and pain. It further acknowledged that unapproved cannabis products were
being widely used for conditions including AIDS wasting, epilepsy,
neuropathic pain, spasticity associated with multiple sclerosis, and
chemotherapy-induced nausea.

The Department of Health and Human Services, relying in part on those
findings, recommended in 2023 that marijuana be moved to Schedule III,
noting that more than thirty thousand licensed practitioners across
forty-three jurisdictions were authorized to recommend medical use for
more than six million registered patients across at least fifteen
conditions. The National Institute on Drug Abuse concurred. In May 2024
the Department of Justice published a notice of proposed rulemaking to
effect the transfer, drawing nearly forty-three thousand public comments
— and then the process stalled amid procedural litigation.


Where the law now stands. On 18 December 2025,
Executive Order 14370, Increasing Medical Marijuana and Cannabidiol
Research, directed the Attorney General to complete the Schedule
III rulemaking expeditiously, observing that long federal delay in
recognizing medical use had not served Americans reporting benefit for
chronic pain and other ailments.

On 23 April 2026 the Acting Attorney General issued a final order —
effective upon Federal Register publication on 28 April 2026 — placing
two categories into Schedule III: marijuana contained in FDA-approved
drug products, and marijuana subject to a qualifying state medical
marijuana license. All other marijuana remains in Schedule I. The order
rests on treaty obligations under the 1961 Single Convention and creates
a two-tier federal framework rather than a general reclassification.

A separate expedited administrative hearing on the broader question —
whether marijuana as a whole should move to Schedule III — opened before
a DEA administrative law judge on 29 June 2026 and concluded on 15 July
2026. Post-hearing briefs are due 17 August 2026, after which the judge
will issue a recommended decision. No deadline governs the final agency
action. Petitions challenging the April order are pending before the
D.C. Circuit.

These actions concern medicine, not worship. No exemption for
sacramental practice exists in the present framework — which is the
unfinished business this book describes. Communities should take counsel
in their own jurisdiction.



Set against the ten-thousand-year history recounted in this book, the
recent movement is both remarkable and modest. It is a formal
acknowledgment, by the institutions that spent a century denying it,
that a plant used medicinally across most of recorded history has
medicinal use. It was preceded by the plant’s listing in the United
States Pharmacopoeia until 1942, and by its nineteenth-century standing
as a mainstream Western medicine that suppressed headache, increased
appetite, and assisted sleep. Its removal from that status was not
driven by new evidence of harm.

Many argue that the appropriate destination lies further along.
Echinacea, St. John’s wort, ginseng, turmeric, and countless other herbs
with documented medicinal properties are available without prescription
or federal scheduling, regulated as foods or supplements under quality
and labeling standards rather than under controlled-substance law. The
argument is that cannabis, in plant form, belongs in that company —
subject to quality control, truthful labeling, and basic safety
oversight, without the criminal penalties, research impediments, and
professional stigma that accompanied its former classification.

Beyond medicine lies the older claim. Cannabis has served as a
sacrament for millennia across multiple religious traditions, and that
history is not a modern invention. The Atharva Veda names it
among five sacred plants. Hindu devotion has associated it with Shiva
for thousands of years. Zoroastrian texts refer to cannabis-infused
wines used for revelation. In the Hebrew Bible, the holy anointing oil
of Exodus includes an ingredient called kaneh-bosem, which some
scholars identify as a cannabis extract — placing it among the sacred
oils used to anoint priests and consecrate the Tabernacle, and, on the
reading of some researchers, in the anointing practiced by Jesus and his
disciples, oils regularly employed in the early church for the healing
of the sick. In Rastafari it is explicitly the holy herb, understood as
directed by scripture, received in chalice pipes, added to food, and
placed in fires as a burnt offering.

Scholars observe that almost all ancient peoples considered medicinal
and mind-altering plants sacred and incorporated them into religious
practice. Cannabis has an ancient history of ritual use as an aid to
trance, traditionally employed in religious context throughout the Old
World, functioning as an entheogen alongside meditation, fasting,
contemplative prayer, and sacramental ritual.

Just as wine holds a sacred place in Christian communion and
anointing oil in Judaism and Christianity, cannabis has served analogous
functions across cultures. To deny it that recognition is to set aside
millennia of documented human religious practice.



Chapter LXX
The Measure of a Free
Society
✦


A government committed to religious freedom must remain neutral among
religions. Neutrality is not hostility, and it does not exclude
religious conviction from public life. It means that the state does not
decide which beliefs are valid on the basis of popularity, tradition, or
political power.

Religious freedom is ultimately a matter of human dignity. People are
not merely economic or political beings; they are meaning-seeking
beings. Across history they have made songs, rituals, philosophies,
prayers, temples, monasteries, scriptures, and communities in search of
understanding. To deny a person the ability to seek meaning according to
conscience is to deny something fundamental about what a person is.

This work requires renewal in every generation. New movements emerge.
Minority traditions become visible. Cultural assumptions shift.
Scientific and technological developments raise questions no prior
generation faced. Each generation must reconsider how to protect freedom
while respecting the rights and safety of others.

The goal is not to eliminate disagreement about religion. A free
society will always contain competing accounts of ultimate reality. The
goal is to ensure that disagreement does not become oppression.

The White Lotus Society, like countless other movements across
history, is a reminder that religious communities preserve practices,
symbols, and forms of worship that appear unfamiliar to outsiders. The
proper response to unfamiliar religion is careful study, respectful
dialogue, and principled protection of freedom of conscience — not the
assumption that difference implies illegitimacy.

The essential question was never whether every observer accepts the
claims surrounding a sacrament. The question is whether individuals
possess the freedom to pursue spiritual life according to sincerely held
belief, without unnecessary interference. On the answer to that question
depends a great deal more than the future of any single tradition.

BOOK NINE

The Fire Still Burns
What remains, and what it means
✦


[image: The fire still burns — a stick lit, a lamp trimmed, the practice carried one more day.]Plate XVIIIThe fire still burns — a stick lit, a lamp trimmed, the practice carried one more day.





Chapter LXXI
The Universal Language of
Worship
✦


Perhaps no ritual object better illustrates humanity’s spiritual
continuity than incense.

Catholic and Orthodox churches swing censers in liturgical
procession. Buddhist temples fill their meditation halls with fragrant
smoke. Hindu devotees offer incense before household shrines. Daoist
temples employ elaborate incense ritual. Shinto sanctuaries welcome
worshippers with purifying smoke. Chinese ancestral rites burn incense
before the family altar. Even traditions that reject incense entirely
retain the language of prayer rising like smoke toward heaven — the
image outlasting the practice that produced it.

[image: The universal language of worship: a hanging censer in a Christian sanctuary.]Plate XIXThe universal language of worship: a hanging censer in a Christian sanctuary.

When smoke rises from a censer in a cathedral, a temple, or a shrine,
one is witnessing a practice whose roots reach back to the earliest
shamanic fires. Incense was, in many respects, the primary mode of
altering consciousness available to the ancient world. The burning of
substances for inhalation within enclosed spaces permitted the
controlled induction of altered states, and from the tents of nomadic
peoples to the meditation rooms of Daoist adepts, smoldering plants and
resins were employed to invoke spirits, banish what was unwanted, and
undertake the journeys the community required.

These were not merely aromatic pleasantries. Ancient texts disclose a
highly developed complex of psychoactive incense practice, including
formulas held closely for oracular purposes. The effects of burning a
plant — aromatic and otherwise — were remembered and enshrined as holy,
understood as containing a god or as the means of speaking with the
spirits.

Consider what incense does in religious practice today. It purifies.
It sanctifies. It carries prayer upward. It marks sacred space. Every
one of these functions traces directly to the shamanic understanding of
smoke as a vehicle of spiritual travel and transformation. The censer
is, in a precise sense, a domesticated shamanic fire — controlled,
institutionalized, portable, and carrying exactly the same purpose it
always carried.



Chapter LXXII
The Memory of Ecstasy
✦


Many anthropologists argue that incense preserves a cultural memory
of earlier ecstatic practice. Even where later religions ceased to
emphasize visionary experience through plants, they retained the
surrounding architecture almost entirely.

Sacred fires remained. Altars remained. Consecrated vessels remained.
Specialized ritual officers remained. Blessings remained. Purification
remained.

And holy smoke remained.

The shaman’s fire became the temple brazier. The tribal ceremony
became the liturgy. The sacred grove became the cathedral. The forms
endured while their explanations changed, which is the ordinary fate of
very old religious practice and no reflection on its seriousness.

Whether or not any modern incense produces states comparable to
ancient preparations, its symbolism continues to express a conviction
humanity has never abandoned: that transformation occurs through sacred
encounter, and that the encounter can be prepared for.



Chapter LXXIII
The Many Doors
✦


Religion has never had only one door.

It is ethics and philosophy, mythology and art and music, community,
law, contemplation, and the private devotion of countless people whose
names are gone. Traditions have flourished through prayer, through
fasting, through service, through silence. A great many shamanic
cultures worked chiefly by drum, by chant, by dance, by breath, and by
long stillness in the dark.

The sacred plants stand among these, and they open onto the same
country.

The Siberian specialist entering the rhythm of the drum, the
Carthusian in the silence of his cell, the initiate at Eleusis walking
into the darkness, the sadhu on the mountain, the householder bowing
before a lit stick of incense — all of them are doing one thing by many
means, in vocabularies that would be mutually unintelligible and in
postures that would be instantly recognizable. Human beings press
against the edge of ordinary consciousness because they have always
suspected that it is an edge and not a wall.

The traditions that received sacred plants knew perfectly well about
the other doors. They used those too, generally on the same night.



Chapter LXXIV
The Fire Still Burns
✦


When incense curls upward from an altar today, few worshippers
consciously think of Paleolithic fires or of prehistoric specialists
watching the night sky. Yet beneath thousands of years of theological
development, cultural adaptation, and ritual refinement, the ancient
pattern remains astonishingly intact.

Fire. Smoke. Fragrance. Silence. Expectation. Transformation.

The human longing to encounter something greater than oneself has
changed remarkably little. Whether expressed through the chanting of a
Siberian specialist, the hymns of a Vedic priest, the mysteries of
Eleusis, the smoke-filled halls of Daoist temples, the fragrant
sanctuaries of Buddhist monasteries, the household altars of the White
Lotus, or the swinging censer of a Christian cathedral, humanity has
repeatedly sought the paths that bridge ordinary consciousness and the
sacred.

The smoke rising from modern altars is therefore more than ritual
decoration. It is a living symbol of one of civilization’s oldest
intuitions — that the visible world is only part of what is real, and
that through reverence, discipline, ritual, and sometimes through the
gifts of the plant world, human beings have long sought communion with
what lies beyond the veil.

Whether one approaches these traditions through anthropology,
archaeology, theology, or personal faith, the image endures with
extraordinary power.

The ancient fire still burns. The smoke still rises. And in every
fragrant wisp ascending toward the heavens there survives the memory of
humanity’s earliest attempts to touch the divine — the mist of the
ancients, still lifting, still carrying what we send with it.



Appendix A: A Register
of Sacred Botanicals
✦


Plants named in the sources of this volume, with the traditions and
functions attributed to them. Inclusion records historical and religious
significance. Nothing here is a preparation guide.









	Botanical
	Tradition or region
	Attributed role





	Frankincense (Boswellia spp.)
	Arabia, Near East, Mediterranean, Christian liturgy
	Temple incense; offering; the Incense Routes; Exodus 30 formula



	Myrrh (Commiphora spp.)
	Arabia, Horn of Africa, Near East
	Temple incense; anointing; trade commodity of great value



	Cannabis / hemp (Cannabis sativa)
	Central Asia, China, India, Scythia, Judah
	Fiber, food, medicine, funerary fumigation, devotional
sacrament



	Blue lotus (Nymphaea caerulea)
	Egypt
	Rebirth, the rising sun, banquet and funerary ritual



	Sacred lotus (Nelumbo nucifera)
	India, China, Buddhist Asia
	Awakening; purity from mud; incense; emblem of the White Lotus



	Soma (identity debated)
	Vedic India
	Central Vedic sacrament; immortality, inspiration, communion



	Haoma (Ephedra spp. in modern use)
	Iran, Zoroastrianism
	Central Avestan sacrament; living liturgical tradition



	Fly agaric (Amanita muscaria)
	Northern Eurasia, Siberia
	Ceremonial use under strict ritual protocol



	Psilocybin mushrooms
	Mesoamerica
	Teonanácatl; the “little saints” of Mazatec practice



	Peyote
	Native American traditions
	Addressed as spiritual teacher within structured ceremony



	Ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis caapi + companions)
	Western Amazonia
	Teacher and healer; ceremony with icaros and dietary
discipline



	Iboga
	Central Africa
	Ceremonial and initiatory use



	Opium poppy
	Minoan Crete, Greece
	Ecstatic ritual; emblem of Demeter



	Ergot (Claviceps purpurea)
	Greece
	Identified within the Eleusinian kykeon



	Syrian rue (Peganum harmala)
	Near East, Central Asia
	Harmala alkaloids; proposed ritual and incense use



	Juniper, cedar, cypress, pine resin
	Near East, Mediterranean, Europe
	Ritual fumigation; purification; ceremonial hearths



	Calamus
	Near East
	Named among historical incense botanicals



	Wormwood, mugwort (Artemisia spp.)
	Europe, Near East
	Purification, protective charms, women’s medicine; Artemis



	Spikenard, styrax, bdellium, balsam, cypriol
	Incense Routes
	Temple incense; luxury trade of the ancient world



	Sandalwood, agarwood, camphor, cloves, cinnamon
	Asia
	Buddhist, Daoist, and Hindu ceremonial incense



	Mandrake, belladonna, henbane, aconite, yew
	Mediterranean, Europe
	Associated with Hecate; medicine, poison, and transformation



	Rose, myrtle, apple, pomegranate, violet
	Mediterranean
	Aphrodite; fragrance as expression of divine beauty



	Date palm, myrtle, cedar
	Mesopotamia
	Inanna and Ishtar; temple gardens and fragrant offering



	Willow
	East Asia
	Guanyin; healing, flexibility, compassionate restoration



	Ginseng, reishi, pine pollen, astragalus
	China
	Daoist botanical tradition of longevity and cultivation



	Tobacco
	Indigenous Americas
	Powerful sacred medicine, not an ordinary stimulant







Appendix B:
Chronology
✦









	Date
	Event





	c. 50,000–12,000 BP
	Upper Paleolithic; painted caves of western Europe; symbolic
expansion



	c. 9600 BCE
	Göbekli Tepe raised by hunter-gatherers before agriculture



	c. 7400–6200 BCE
	Çatalhöyük; ritual integrated into domestic architecture



	Neolithic onward
	Hemp cord impressions and textiles; early fiber cultivation in East
Asia



	c. 2000–1400 BCE
	Atharva Veda names cannabis among five sacred plants



	c. 2000 BCE
	Cannabis attested as entheogen in the Vedic period



	Bronze Age
	Minoan poppy imagery; Incense Routes carry frankincense and
myrrh



	c. 1000 BCE
	Bhang in use in food and drink in ancient India



	c. 500 BCE
	Jirzankal Cemetery braziers; cannabis fumigation in funerary
rite



	5th century BCE
	Herodotus describes Scythian hemp fumigation in enclosed tents



	c. 1500 BCE–4th century CE
	The Eleusinian Mysteries, celebrated for nearly two thousand
years



	Iron Age Judah
	Tel Arad shrine altars: frankincense on one, cannabis on the
other



	386 CE
	Huiyuan gathers the first White Lotus Society at Mount Lu



	12th century
	Mao Ziyuan gives the movement liturgy, chart, and lay
discipline



	Ming and Qing
	Statutes condemn societies that “gather the people by burning
incense”



	19th century
	Cannabis a mainstream Western medicine



	1942
	Cannabis removed from the United States Pharmacopoeia



	1948
	Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted



	Later 20th century
	The term entheogen introduced to distinguish sacred from
recreational use



	1960s–70s
	Hindu Kush landrace genetics carried westward along the overland
routes



	2023
	FDA review finds support for anorexia, nausea and vomiting, and
pain; HHS recommends Schedule III



	May 2024
	DOJ notice of proposed rulemaking; nearly 43,000 comments



	18 December 2025
	Executive Order 14370 directs expedited completion of
rulemaking



	23 / 28 April 2026
	Final order places FDA-approved and state-licensed medical marijuana
in Schedule III



	29 June – 15 July 2026
	Administrative hearing on broader rescheduling



	17 August 2026
	Post-hearing briefs due; recommended decision to follow







Appendix C: Glossary
✦


Amrita — the elixir of immortality sought in the
Churning of the Ocean.

Animism — the understanding that consciousness
pervades the natural world; term popularized by E. B. Tylor.

Bailianjiao — the White Lotus teaching; the Chinese
name of the tradition.

Bhang — an edible preparation of cannabis leaves,
taken as a drink at Maha Shivaratri and Holi.

Charas — resin gathered from living cannabis plants;
the word descends from Sanskrit.

Ecstasy (ekstasis) — literally, to stand
outside oneself; a condition in which ordinary consciousness gives way
to another mode of perception.

Entheogen — from entheos, filled with the
divine, and genesthai, to generate; a substance employed to
occasion sacred experience.

Hālāhala — the world-destroying poison that preceded
the amrita, drunk by Shiva and transformed.

Haoma — the Iranian sacred plant and ritual drink of
Zoroastrian liturgy; cognate with Soma.

Icaro — among Amazonian peoples, a ceremonial song
associated with a particular plant.

Kykeon — the ritual beverage of the Eleusinian
Mysteries: barley, water, and mint.

Landrace — a plant population that developed in
place over generations without deliberate selection.

Maitreya — the Buddha of the age to come, invoked in
White Lotus assembly.

Moksha — liberation from the cycle of birth and
death.

Palynology — the study of pollen, including its
recovery from archaeological contexts.

Phytolith — a microscopic silica body formed in
plant tissue, persisting after the tissue decays.

Samudramanthana — the Churning of the Ocean of
Milk.

Seiðr — Norse ritual magic involving altered states,
prophecy, and contact with unseen forces.

Shakti — creative power, personified in the
goddess.

Shaman — from the Evenki, one who knows or one who
is moved; a ritual specialist entering altered states on behalf of a
community.

Soma — the central Vedic sacrament: plant, drink,
and divine being.

Vijaya — victory; the Ayurvedic name for
cannabis.



Appendix D: Persons Named
in This Volume
✦


Cao Xinyu — historian whose work, with ter Haar’s,
established the political character of the White Lotus label.

Thomas Dowson — co-author, with Lewis-Williams, of
the neuropsychological model of cave art.

Mircea Eliade — author of Shamanism: Archaic
Techniques of Ecstasy; foundational and much debated.

Herodotus — fifth-century BCE historian; earliest
written description of Scythian hemp fumigation.

Albert Hofmann — chemist; co-author of the ergot
reading of the kykeon.

Huiyuan — monk who gathered the first White Lotus
Society at Mount Lu in 386 CE.

David Lewis-Williams — archaeologist;
neuropsychological interpretation of prehistoric imagery.

Mao Ziyuan — twelfth-century teacher who gave the
White Lotus movement its liturgy and lay discipline.

Carl Ruck — classicist; co-author of the ergot
reading of the kykeon.

Giorgio Samorini — ethnomycologist; read the Tassili
n’Ajjer figure as a record of entheogenic ceremony.

Shennong — legendary culture hero of Chinese herbal
tradition.

B. J. ter Haar — historian of Chinese religion;
demonstrated that the White Lotus conspiracy was a construction of the
state.

Edward Burnett Tylor — nineteenth-century
anthropologist who popularized the term animism.

R. Gordon Wasson — ethnomycologist; identified
Amanita muscaria as Soma and co-authored the ergot reading of
the kykeon.

Michael Winkelman — anthropologist; the
neuropsychological foundations of shamanic consciousness.

Scholars whose work informs the wider field discussed here include
Richard Evans Schultes, Jonathan Ott, Dennis McKenna, Mark Merlin, David
Nichols, David Pearce, and Michael Pollan.



Appendix E: A
Note for Students
✦


Those who wish to pursue these subjects further will find the field
divided among disciplines that do not always read one another.

Archaeology and archaeobotany supply the material record; begin with
the published residue analyses from Jirzankal and Tel Arad, which show
what modern methods can now recover from a burnt surface. Anthropology
supplies the living traditions. Religious studies supplies the
comparative frame. Ethnobotany identifies the plants. The history of law
supplies the record of how minority religions have actually been treated
— the discipline most often omitted and most often needed.

Three habits will serve the student well.

Read the traditions in their own terms before you read them in yours.
A ceremony described from outside as a technique for altering
consciousness is described from inside as a visit to a relative, and the
second description predicts the behavior of the participants far better
than the first.

Follow the plants. They cross borders that scholarship does not — the
same resin in a Judahite shrine and a Roman temple, the same flower in
Egypt and in Buddhist Asia, the same fiber crop under a hundred names on
three continents.

Remember what is at stake. These are not abstract questions. They
concern practices for which people were imprisoned, communities that
were dispersed, and knowledge that was very nearly lost — and in some
cases was.

Here ends Mist of the Ancients.
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