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There is a magic intoxicant in northwesternmost South America which the Indians believe can free the soul from corporeal confinement, allowing it to wander free and return to the body at will. The soul, thus untrammeled, liberates its owner from the realities of everyday life and introduces him to wondrous realms of what he considers reality and permits him to communicate with his ancestors. The Quechua term for this inebriating drink—Ayahuasca (“vine of the soul”)—refers to this freeing of the spirit. The plants involved are truly plants of the gods, for their power is laid to supernatural forces residing in their tissues, and they were divine gifts to the earliest Indians on earth.

 

—Richard Evans Schultes, Albert Hofmann, and 
Christian Rätsch, Plants of the Gods: Their Sacred,  
Healing, and Hallucinogenic Powers




 AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a true story. Some names and locales have been changed to protect the privacy of people involved, and at certain points time lines were condensed or slightly altered for the sake of the narrative.




 CHAPTER 1
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 GOD’S BATHROOM FLOOR

I stood at the door and knocked.

“You okay?”

Groans came from inside. The morning sunlight shone brightly through the parsonage windows. I knocked again. There was no response.

“Dad?”

My father cried and sniffled behind the door. His breathing was irregular. I opened the door slowly. He sat on the floor near the toilet. His face was a tangled mess of tears and leathery wrinkles. He held out his right arm for me to see. It was covered in patches of blood. In his fist he clutched a deer-hunting knife. He looked at me for a moment in silence. Saliva bubbled between his lips.

“Am I okay?” he asked me. He gestured to me with his bloody arm, palm facing up and fingers limp, his other hand gripping the knife.

Everything slowed down. My body shrank to the floor. I sat on my knees. I didn’t know what to say. I thought of all the times in the past month I had found my dad doubled over behind the toilet bowl crying or shaking.

I could usually talk him down to firm ground again. I had thought to myself on a number of such occasions, He’s going to kill himself one of these times.

He was withdrawing from his cocktail of antidepressants, sleep aids, and antianxiety medications. He quit taking them cold turkey. He wouldn’t listen to anybody who told him to take it easy on himself, to take one step at a time. He wanted healing, and he was going to Peru, as I had, on a vision quest. He had to be off his medications first in order to drink ayahuasca.

“Am I okay?” he asked me again. He brought his face close to mine. His eyelids fluttered and twitched.

Blood dripped onto the white tiles.

The sunlight pooled and a breeze passed through the windows, blowing the curtains back.

I imagined all of the times I had heard my father, a Methodist minister, preach Sunday morning sermons from the pulpit. I imagined the entire church congregation sitting on that bathroom floor, right there with me, hushed, sitting in a circle around him, the men with their ties finally loosened, shirts untucked, and the women sitting Indian style, their summer dresses shining in the morning sun, everybody listening carefully, everybody witnessing my father’s best sermon to date.

I tried to think of how to answer his question, “Am I okay?” but nothing came immediately. Nothing came easily. Only the steady rhythm of my breathing and his.




 CHAPTER 2
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 TAKE THIS CUP

One lantern was lit in the mesa. The jungle lurched and bent with cackling birdcalls and bullfrog croaks in the lagoon. Thunderclouds rumbled above the canopy of the forest, and a small lodge dog named Cucaracha snored underneath the awning of the screen door. Six of us sat in a circle. A master shaman of El Puma Negro Healing Lodge, an American named Ethan Richter, sang medicine songs into the ceremonial tin cup, invoking the chief medicinal plant spirits of the jungle. I had met Ethan two days before the first ceremony.

 

 

“Welcome to El Puma Negro. This is my home,” Ethan had said to us as our canoes came to rest against the bank of a murky, green lagoon. El Puma Negro lodge sat on the top of a hill overlooking the river.

When I first arrived in Iquitos, Peru, I had expected Ethan’s  teachers, mestizo shamans named Domingo and Arturo, to lead the ayahuasca ceremonies. Even though Ethan assured us that he had completed a rigorous apprenticeship and had been granted the title of Maestro by his teachers and their lineage, I felt skeptical when I learned that Arturo and Domingo would be absent for the ceremonies. Having come to the Amazon for the healing effects and transcendental visions of the mystical entheogen traditionally called  huasca or the yage but more popularly ayahuasca, and having only read books and magazine articles about the shamanic traditions of the Amazon (using ayahuasca is illegal in the United States), my intention was to have a sacred, and not recreational, psychedelic experience, something like a vision quest or primitive rite of passage. I was therefore apprehensive about Ethan’s shamanic qualifications. Certainly a white man leading the ceremonies meant I was not guaranteed the “real” ayahuasca experience. But after traveling nearly twenty-four hours from the United States to the jungle outpost city of Iquitos, and after listening to Ethan speak eloquently about his ayahuasca apprenticeship on the ferry carrying us upriver from Iquitos into the jungle, I was appeased enough to let the white man into a tradition I (a white man) knew next to nothing about anyway.

 

 

When we collected the ingredients for the ayahuasca medicine along the banks of the river, Ethan had scurried up a tree barefoot, cutting a section of bark off with a machete and then blessing the wound and treating it with mapacho (sacred tobacco) smoke.

“Arturo and Domingo will be at the ceremonies in spirit this week,” Ethan said, as if sensing my uncertainty. “El Puma Negro is on their family land,” he added.

 

 

I was the first to drink in the mesa (the ceremonial circle). In the dim light of the lantern flame the ayahuasca tea was brown and red, like syrup and mud stirred together. Ethan invited each one of us to say a prayer or voice an intention before we drank. Silently in my head I said the words “humble me.”

“¡Salud!” Ethan cried. I tipped back the tin cup and swallowed three big gulps of warm ayahuasca, only half a cup. Everybody in the ceremonial circle echoed his cry, “¡Salud!”

By the time the cup finished around the circle and everybody had drunk, I felt uneasy. Ethan blew out the lantern flame and shook his chakapa (leaf rattle). In the dark I saw the glowing tip of his  mapacho cigar pulsing red and black, red and black. Then he sang an icaro, a traditional medicine song. The strange melody that emptied out of his mouth was different from anything I’d ever heard. Unraveling before me, it seemed a language unto itself. For twenty minutes I listened uneasily to the medicine song, shifting back and forth on my mattress pad nervously, waiting to feel the effects of the ayahuasca.

First, I felt a warm tingling in my stomach, slow and nauseating, and then in my arms, moving faster and working its way up to the crown of my skull. Then my entire body felt watery and increasingly sensitive, the smallest movements spreading through me like sound waves bouncing through a tunnel, until my body felt light as a feather and I could see faint lights growing brighter and brighter, forming geometric shapes and colors, swimming through the air like mercury, a crystal-clear tapestry of mixing sounds and images that moved as one.

I sat cross-legged on my mattress pad watching the colors for what felt like hours but was only minutes. The shapes turned to elements of nature. I saw sketchy outlines of star systems and planets,  supernovae and galaxies, then into the earth among mountains and rivers, volcanoes and deserts, soaring like an eagle. Then as if the song had found its way from the farthest reaches of space to the exact location of the mesa on top of a hill in the Amazon jungle of Peru, I saw animals from the rain forest—snakes and jaguars, parrots and spiders, pink river dolphins and monkeys—and green vines descending into the mesa.

“Welcome to your first ayahuasca ceremony, everybody,” Ethan said. Then he sang again.

I tracked the song back to Ethan’s mouth. The icaro medicine song was not being sung by a person to an audience, but rather it was channeled. I saw Ethan as a giant man with a golden hornet’s face, his chakapa rattle beating out a trance rhythm, his human personality gone and his mouth wide open, body unhinged, shoulders back, head tilted back, and the visionary song pouring out of his mouth like molten lava rushing down the rocks.

My body and all of my perceptions melted into the vision-producing  icaro. Just as the icaro became the colors and shapes, the shapes changing into images, and just as Ethan transformed into the icaro itself, I, too, merged into the visions and music. A panic rose into my chest.

What have I done? I thought to myself. Am I going to lose it?

My questions left me like water and streamlined into visions. The question “What have I done?” repeated itself over and over again, the sounds of the words and syllables warped and shimmered, speeding up and slowing down. A trail of spectacular colors moved above my head.

Then I saw an old man on his knees in the center of the mesa. He raised his hands to the sky with a desperate look on his face. It was as if my question, “What have I done?” had been transformed  into a universal symbol. No sooner did my question merge into the medicine song and vision soup than the answer came in another vision. I saw the old man on the ground again, this time shaking and screaming. The image floated above me in the mesa. His hands on his face. His neck and head seizing violently. His mouth opening wide and his body collapsing into convulsions. All the while I heard my question in his expressions: “What have I done? What have I done?”

“Shoooo. Shooooo.” Ethan blew sharply through his mouth.

As soon as he blew through his lips, shoooo, shoooo, a dragon soared into the mesa, opened its mouth, and swallowed the image of the old man. I burped loudly, and a swamp-sized cloud of gas released from somewhere deep inside my body. Then the dragon spit the old man out, like regurgitated food. When the old man emerged from the mouth of the serpent, he was clothed in sparkling jewels. A look of peace on his face. He looked at me and said, “Trust yourself. Your truth is always within you.” Diamonds and stars descended gently through the mesa, perfectly aligned with the rhythm of Ethan’s  chakapa and magical icaro song.

 

 

It could have taken years to realize how frequently my questions were statements and my statements cynical. Although I had phrased them as questions—“What have I done? Am I going to lose it?”—I had said something direct. I had said to myself, “I have done the wrong thing, and I am afraid to lose control.” I lay down and exhaled deeply. As if countless hours of invaluable psychotherapy had occurred instantly, the entire time I watched my question transform itself into the image of the old man and then emerge from the mouth of the dragon, a matter of sheer minutes had passed.

As my second rhetorical question, “Am I going to lose it?” unfolded into the soup of mesa visions and icaro music, it was clear that others in the mesa shared my fear. Several people moaned, and somebody burped. The human noises in the mesa said, “We’re losing control!” The medicine boiled inside us. Ethan’s icaro picked up. I curled into the fetal position. The visions moved faster.




 CHAPTER 3
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 LIMBO IN LYDIA

In the New Testament Book of Acts, Lydia was a widowed merchant of purple cloth. The color purple in the Greek Mediterranean symbolized royalty. In the Greek language of the New Testament Lydia was called a worshipper of God. This meant Lydia was an outsider, commonly called a gentile, who worshipped the Jewish God by choice not tradition. She became famous for converting to Christianity and secretly housing the outlaw Christian preacher, Paul, who baptized Lydia at her home near Philippi as he traveled across the Mediterranean writing the New Testament epistles.

Shortly after Paul’s conversion visit with Lydia and her baptism, he was imprisoned in Philippi with his companion, Silas, for breaking Roman regulations regarding his espousal of a universal Christian Gospel that transcended Roman religious authority. In Paul’s evangelism to Lydia, there was no longer Jew or Gentile, male or female, Greek or Roman, but one true God of the universe, who lived within  everything and all people, everywhere the same. Paul and Silas were said to have escaped Philippi when an earthquake destroyed their prison cell.

Just as Paul had converted Lydia—an outsider who worshipped the Jewish God until she accepted Paul’s Universal God—my father, a Christian pastor, was committed to teaching his congregations in his first parish on the prairies of southern Minnesota, called Lydia United Methodist, why being a Christian should transcend the exclusive power structures of an institutional authority or church doctrine.

 

 

I remember evenings in Lydia, sitting on the porch of the church parsonage, which was built on the edge of a rolling cornfield. Hearing distant dog barks or the backfire of a muffler somewhere in the distance. My mother’s voice in the still moments, saying “It’s so quiet.” My father looking up into the pink clouds, the purple sky, saying, “It’s good to be alive.”

Sundays the gravel lot in front of the sanctuary filled with station wagons and pickup trucks stacked high with wire chicken crates. My father wore a long, black robe. I waited in line with the adults to shake his hand after his sermon, after the benediction was finished and the last organ notes faded. When I shook his hand he shooed me away nervously, being sure to remain professional for the old folks. He said, “Okay, son. Find your mother. Have something to eat.”

The choir hung their robes in the closets. The organist took off her eyeglasses and let them hang from their chain onto her wrinkly chest. Slowly, men in black suits and women in floral-patterned  dresses filtered into the basement to eat hot-dish bean casserole and steaming trays of ham. Potlucks almost every Sunday. People filling their stomachs and gossiping.

I sat quietly, waiting for the time when the parking lot slowly cleared of the station wagons and pickup trucks. Then my mother walked me home across the prairie grass to the edge of the cornfield. She took a nap while I watched patiently from the parsonage window, waiting to see the figure of my father, his black robe put away, walking home to me through the tall green and white grass.

 

 

From early on at Lydia United Methodist I sensed the subtle tension between my father’s and mother’s roles as my parents and as pastor and preacher’s wife. I remember how people looked at me next to my parents, too: the preacher’s kid.

“Preacher’s kids are trouble down the road, pastor. Keep your eye on him,” a farmer said to my parents one morning.

My mother answered, “He’s a good boy,” as if she were really saying, “Back off, mister.” My father smiled, adding, “We’ll keep him straight,” as if he were saying, “But thank you for your concern.”

Thankfully, my boyhood revelations came not only from Methodism but also from Nature. My parents would wake me from my sleep and take me canoeing on Carl’s Lake under the moonlight. My mother would make popcorn in the air popper and fill a brown paper grocery bag. My father would paddle us into the middle of the lake, my mother and I digging out handfuls of popcorn, my father reading stories from books, making special voices for each character (our own special ritual and our own sanctuary). The best stories he told were taken from collections of world mythology,  Native American folklore, and Romantic poetry, stories like The Odyssey, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven,” and Black Elk Speaks.

I remember one evening in particular, the way certain moments from earliest childhood must stay with you even to old age. I was only four years old, and my parents had taken me onto the lake in the canoe. It was springtime, and there was no moon in the sky.

“Why does the moon go away?” I asked.

“Well, it’s just like everything,” my dad said. “The moon rises and sets. It waxes and wanes. It gets big and full, and then it goes away until we can’t see it. Then it comes back again.”

A giant rock bass jumped out of the water and splashed back under. Then another and another. Splash after splash and the shining scales of silver fish in the night, the quiet lake became a frenzy under the stars.

“Daddy, Daddy, why are the fish trying to get out of the lake?”

“They’re feeding on the flies,” my dad answered. “The flies only live for a few hours,” my dad said to himself, resting his paddle across his knees. “But they serve a purpose, don’t they?”

“God’s creation is quite mysterious,” my mother replied. She breathed a deep and reverent sigh, as if she were looking at something far beyond where her eyes could see.

 

 

Compared to the inspirational contemplativeness of my parents, people at church seemed uninterested in mysteries like the stars and the moon. Christian rituals on Sundays were tiresome and dull in contrast to the curiosity I felt all the way down to my bones while sitting in the canoe at night. Increasingly, the paradox of these two worlds embossed themselves into my very DNA: the bright colors  of the sky, legends and poetry, the silence of the prairies and rattle of the cornfields, but also the sermons and lifeless rituals in the sanctuary, people upright and tight behind suits and handshakes and gossip around tables about “sin,” or how a certain farmer was “taking to the bottle” or “falling away from God again.”

Over and over I tried diverting my parent’s attention from church members during inappropriate moments. Raising my hand during a sermon. Tugging at my father’s robe while he tried to speak to people after the worship service or asking my mother if we could go for a canoe ride in front of the parishioners, always trying to claim my turf, claim a sanctuary of my own.

One morning, while my mother taught children’s Sunday school, I made my boldest attempt. I was five years old.

“Let’s close our eyes and say a prayer, children,” my mother said. While my mother closed her eyes and began to pray, “Dear God, we thank you for this beautiful morning,” I scanned the room for children not closing their eyes. I spotted a young boy named Jeremiah. He picked his nose and wiped the boogers on his orange plastic chair. When my mother finished the prayer, I raised my hand urgently, kicking my legs back and forth.

“Mommy,” I said. “Jeremiah didn’t have his eyes closed during the prayer.”

“How do you know he didn’t have his eyes closed?” my mother asked me.

“Because I watched him,” I said. “I saw him. He picked his boogers, and he didn’t have his eyes closed.”

“But for you to see him,” my mother answered, “you must have had your eyes open, too.” She smiled at me as if I were not her son but one of her students, the same as everybody else in the classroom. My lips quivered, and hot tears streamed down my face.
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It was hard for me to understand the way in which my parents were both distant and separate from the parishioners in mood and affectation, but also among the people, trying to be the same as them and holding me, the preacher’s kid, to the same rules as the parishioners. Naturally, as a young boy I felt in limbo, suspended between worlds of judgment and acceptance, rules and intuition, tradition and freedom, mystery and certainty. Since each world carried spiritual jargon and talk about God or the Holy Spirit, my impressions of Christianity were confusing. The very word God was a moving symbol for the different sanctuaries I inhabited. One sanctuary always seemed in competition with another, one trying to get love from a dry well, the other simply feeling loved, like fresh lake water throughout the seasons, always turning over.

 

 

For my parents, religious limbo was nothing new. Both late baby boomers, they had grown up inside more extreme versions of the same split identity. My mother’s father, a World War II veteran and Detroit auto mechanic, died of cancer when my mother was twenty-one years old. Before my mother was born, my mother’s mother, a Navy-trained WAVE and early feminist, was the first woman in her family to attend college. When she was offered her dream job as a newspaper journalist, members of my grandmother’s church warned her that female reporters were all “floozies.” Instead, she found a position as a primary-school instructor in Detroit, teaching impoverished minority children.

By the time my mother was born, her parents had survived the Great Depression as children, lived through the war, and were participating  in public battles for both women’s rights and affordable health care. Members of the Detroit Catholic Diocese, each career, family, and political decision reflected religious moods in the Catholic community. Having different personal ideas inevitably meant navigating many different religious and social structures. The public and private personas of my mother’s family were constantly in flux.

At the same time in the northern Michigan countryside, my father was caught between the feuding of his parents. His father, a Korean War veteran, nasty drunk, unfaithful husband, workaholic, and chain smoker, and his mother, a country hymn-singing fundamentalist and domestic workaholic, my father received little affection in a world of social conventions and religious expectations. When my father was busted for possessing a bag of marijuana in high school, his father bailed him out of jail. After that, my grandfather’s judgment of my father became angrier but more tacit. He formed harsher judgments about neo-spiritualism and the “hippie” socialist culture he assumed my father was part of. And when my dad finally moved out of the house, his father quit drinking and smoking cold turkey, and became born-again.

In the absence of his dad’s guidance, my father spent time in the forests of northern Michigan with his best friends, some of whom were Pontiac Indian Boys. They would mimic the old tribal traditions, cutting their hands together with hunting knives, building their own tepees, and bestowing one another power animals and hawk feathers. During deer-hunting season they learned to use bows in addition to their rifles, making sure to bless the dead white-tails before gutting, hot blood and steam rising off the snow like a prayer. No doubt my father’s nostalgic love for Native American folklore and the Pontiac community in northern Michigan was also perpetuated by watching the culture slowly fade out. Like the time  one of his boyhood Pontiac friends fell through the ice on the Manistee River and drowned. Or the local Pontiac man who burned down his own cabin in a drunken rage and then started living in an empty school bus the city gave to him. In my father’s youth, even though he was just a boy, it was never as simple as “playing Indian.” Without his father around, my dad was comforted not just by his friends but also by a dying culture, its ancient rites of passage disappearing like the last flickering flames of a council fire.

When my parents met, in the early 1970s, my father had experimented with LSD, studied Emerson’s transcendentalism, and worked for the State Department of Natural Resources, repairing damaged trout habitats on the Manistee River. Meantime, my mother had joined the “Jesus movement,” clothing and feeding the poor of Detroit. Despite their having experienced loss, both remained dedicated to making the best of things, their love for each other a mixture of confused religious aspirations and generational dissociation. They married when my mother was nineteen and my father twenty-one. Living in poverty, they managed to put each other through college, and at one point even lived in a tepee on family land.

 

 

When I came into the world my parents had been married five years and were working as caretakers at a juvenile detention center for boys in Lexington, Kentucky, right down the road from Asbury Theological seminary, where my father was studying to be a preacher. Amid the culture of the late 1960s and early 1970s were some who had found a way to blend Jesus with things like rock and roll and beat poetry. My father’s long locks and Martin dreadnaught guitar. My mother’s flower paintings and braided hair. Dusty Bibles were  reread for new meaning. With everyone contributing his own verse, a new breed of transcendental Christian ministers had come out of the woodwork.

My very first years were spent in the detention center hallways, riding on the shoulders of big black boys with names like “Bones” and “Ronny.” My parents say I dug my fingers into their afros and pulled and giggled so hard the boys begged my parents to take me.

“You best watch him when he gets older,” Bones said to my dad. “Best he not turn out like me, preach.”

“God loves you just the way you are, Bones,” my dad replied.

Once finished at seminary and the boys’ home, my father was appointed to his first parish, which was how my family came to Lydia United Methodist, in a small prairie farming town in rural Minnesota.

Preaching from the pulpit at Lydia, my father would speak openly of his life experience: “The people of the world seem to me like the dying trout habitats we tried to save on the Manistee River when I worked for the DNR in Michigan, which is why I’m in the ministry, standing at this pulpit here in Minnesota. People need sanctuary as badly as the dying trout populations.” My mother nodded and smiled as my father delivered his sermons.

Inevitably, I heard the same stories over and over again from the wooden pews and at church gatherings in the fellowship hall. At home over dinner, I would hear the finer details of my parents’ upbringing, and they would speak about church matters like the dinner table was a war planning room.

“You know, Randy actually shook my hand today after my sermon,” my dad said. “I think God is opening his heart.”

“Little by little,” my mom added. “It comes little by little.”
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For as confusing as their social, religious ideologies might have been, my parents tried their hardest to guide me sensitively into their hybrid of public and private symbols. I remember the night my father woke me up and took me into the church sanctuary to formally accept Jesus into my heart. I was only six years old.

It was wintertime. I expected snow shoeing together or walking in our winter boots into the dead cornfield behind the parsonage. Instead, I woke to find that he was solemn, kneeling next to my bed and praying with his forehead resting on his folded hands.

“Would you like to accept Jesus into your heart tonight?” He kneeled next to my bed in the moonlight and shadows. His face, cloaked in darkness, looked alien. My body sweated and I felt afraid. I did not understand his question.

“Let’s go to the sanctuary,” he said.

He walked me through the snowy field between the parsonage and Lydia United Methodist church. He held my hand, and we did not speak to each other. Black-gray clouds drifted like phantoms across the royal blue sky, the stars faint behind the towering light of the full moon.

As he guided me past the dark narthex and into the sanctuary, the furnace rumbled deep below in the loins of the church. I shivered and clenched my father’s hand.

“Do you know what it means to ask Jesus into your heart?” my dad asked gently.

“No,” I said.

“It means that he lives inside of you and stays there always. He protects you.”

“Protects me from the bad guys?” I asked.

“Yes. Always. And from the devil.”

I remember the red and black sanctuary. The blood-red carpet. The black shadows. The wooden communion rails. The flickering altar candles. The empty pulpit. The dusty lectern lamp. My father sitting on the edge of the altar. I’m sitting next to him. I’m looking at the carpet. My father’s hands are wrapped around mine, holding my hands gently in the prayer position. I repeat the sinner’s prayer as he whispers it to me:Dear God. I am a sinner. I ask for your forgiveness. I ask for your son Jesus to come into my heart and save me from my sins. Dear Jesus, thank you for coming into my heart to save me and guide me by the light of your Holy Spirit.





It is ironic that I was so fearful on the night I accepted Jesus into my heart to atone for my sins, a concept I had little understanding of at six years old. However dark and subtly violent the experience, I remember my excitement. Afterward, my father lay on the red carpet and watched the shadows of the altar on the vaulted ceiling. I lay down next to him, and he held my hand. It was like he owned the place. We had completed some kind of formality. The candles danced and burned brightly. My fear drifted away, and I felt a sense of ownership and entitlement. The sanctuary and church felt brand-new to me, safer and sturdier than before.

Before we left, my father said, “This is for you. Open your hands.” He placed a small pewter bear statue in one palm and a small glow-in-the-dark cross in the other. “Keep these by your bed at night, and if you get scared, talk to Jesus or look at the bear for courage. I gave you the bear symbol when you were born. It’s a Native  American power animal. Did you know that? It’s a very special animal that will help you throughout your life. It will look after you in your dreams. And if you charge that cross under the light of your lamp, it will glow in the dark.”

Although I didn’t understand the notion of power animals and had no idea of what it meant to accept Jesus into my heart, I received a gift that night; inside the shadowy sanctuary at the altar of Lydia, my father bestowed me with the keys for two seemingly different worlds at once.



 CHAPTER 4
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 LA PURGA

Purging during an ayahuasca ceremony is not like performing normal bodily functions. In holistic health and yoga communities the mind/ body connection is emphasized. People meditate to be more present, thinking less and experiencing more, clearing the head of mental detritus. More extreme detoxifying hot yoga classes have become popular all across the United States. Bikram’s yoga class, for example, a ninety-minute workout including two sets of twenty-six postures and two breathing exercises in a hundred-plus-degree room, with fifty percent humidity, was designed to detoxify the body and mind. People go to saunas to sweat out holiday debauchery, while ecstatic dance and Pilates awaken the repressed feminine. The list of metaphors and exercise practices related to both psychological and bodily detoxification could go on, but nothing I have experienced comes anywhere close to what it feels like to purge and detoxify the body and mind in an ayahuasca ceremony. Ayahuasca purging is in a league of its own. 

When I purge during an ayahuasca ceremony, it is not just the physical release, and it is not just the emotional, spiritual, or psychological release, but the phenomenal combination of all of the above in an astronomically unique event that makes the purge life altering. A scream becomes the unique story of an entire lifetime, reaching out into the periphery of individual freedom and divalike melody. By screaming you reclaim something repressed, fragmented, or forgotten.

The sound of vomiting is inhumanly grotesque, painful, relevant, funny, and finally desperate, until somewhere a mountain crumbles and boulders drop like rain off the side of a cliff centuries old and steeped in words like “karma,” and “original sin.” Every muscle of the body forces bile and stress out of your soul. And it’s not just vomit.  It’s everything you’ve been holding on to for something like the past six years. People releasing baggage like typhoons and avalanches.

At the same time it’s not all painful or scary. Laughter during an ayahuasca ceremony is the reunion of thousands of lost children and is often accompanied by tears and sobs like earthquakes, until you laugh so hard you vomit again like the birth of a star. This purge is soul shifting. It is the plate tectonics of your reality. People don’t just lose it when they purge. They feel every shred of their existence, of what it really means to be human, until they might burst, and then they explode and survive anyway.

I remember how my very first ayahuasca purge started, evolved, and finally finished my first night at El Puma Negro lodge.

 

 

It was raining hard outside the mesa. Thunder boomed over the tops of the trees. Branches snapped and fell as the larger sentinels  of the jungle ran for cover, stirring up birds and the sounds of flapping wings in the undergrowth.

The rodent-sized lodge dog, Cucaracha, growled and barked. The vibration of the crickets grew louder and then vanished. Several splashes sounded off one after another, and reptiles disappeared into the brown river. The sound of rain ricocheted off the water.

The icaro had changed. The pace of Ethan’s melody had quickened. As if Ethan’s icaro was stirring the soup of a large boiling cauldron, gradually building momentum, the medicine song gathered everybody in the circle into the same vision. Each time the melody dipped into the haunting minor notes, I could feel myself getting sicker.

I saw the mesa sitting inside of a canoe, each one of us lying limp in the hull. It was the same canoe my family had taken out to the lakes during my childhood. The waters were dark and the banks of the river covered in shadows and trees. Red eyes peered at us from the forest. Ethan, who had morphed into a life-sized golden hornet, hovered above the canoe. His translucent wings buzzed at the speed of light. Small sparks of electric white and silver burst off from their tips as he paddled us downriver. Each stroke of Ethan’s paddle fell in synch with the rising and falling of the icaro melody. Each stroke was also the sound of his chakapa leaf rattle, the vague but persistent reminder that I had taken ayahuasca.

As the speed of our journey downriver increased with each paddle stroke, I felt dizzier and dizzier, until I woke in the mesa to find myself on my knees, hovering over my purge bucket in the dark. I choked on stomach acid. My jaw unhinged so wide I thought my eyes might burst. A giant black viper poured out of my mouth. I fell forward as mucus spilled into my bucket.

“Nice healing,” Ethan said to me.

His chakapa whisked over the top of my head. For a moment I saw the glowing orange of his cigar near my face. Then a cloud of the mapacho smoke covered me, and although it was dark I could see the smoke as if it were a glowing, white halo. It smelled sickly sweet. The black viper swam inside the bucket. Ethan’s face gyrated in front of mine, half hornet and half human being. Thousands of golden sparks danced around his face.

“How ya feeling?” he asked me.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I looked down at the bucket to see the black viper was gone. In its place were rainbow strands of light shooting back and forth.

 

 

Until that moment I had only read about the purging of an ayahuasca ceremony in books and magazines. I knew the purge could be life-changing, violent, and terrifying. I had read that people could purge addictions and old “stuff,” the life baggage each one of us carries, but nothing could have prepared me for it.

Watching my jaw unhinge and a black viper pour out of my mouth, my body clenching like a medieval bone crusher and geysers of unknown substance evacuating my stomach (we had fasted for the entire day before the ceremony, so what was it?), I had sat squarely situated in not just the fear of death by my consummation of ayahuasca but a fear of death so primitive it had simultaneously conjured the most timeless visions of finality: Hubble-like pictures of dead stars, forest men killing animals and drinking their blood, the underground plates of the earth moving back and forth, the blank stare of a decomposing body, and the nebulous floating void of that  which is not physical but always present, that blank container from which all life passes in and out, the place I sat experiencing for the first time as I watched myself purge every last inch of a giant black viper.

 

 

Realizing that such little time had passed since I drank my cup of ayahuasca, I wondered if I would make it through to the other side. Could I make it until morning without losing my mind? And if I did lose my mind, would it ever come back?

“We have to learn how to say yes to our experiences. Especially if we want to stay centered during an ayahuasca ceremony.” Ethan blew smoke over my face again, and I felt the leaves of his chakapa rattle brush across my cheeks as another out-of-body vision ensued.

 

 

Spouts of flame shot up from the oily muck of a black-red fire swamp. Back in the mesa my body sweated profusely. Each reminder of my body, each droplet of sweat, translated itself into the spouts of flame that shot up from the swamp. Next to the swamp was a stairway that reached from the pits of the bog into a faraway light. Each step upward was painted in silver hieroglyphics, like nothing I had ever seen before. The letters and words on the stairway were more coherent with every ascending step, but the light in the heavens seemed too far away from me.

“I can’t do this,” I said.

“Believe in yourself,” Ethan answered.

“It’s too much to expect of someone,” I argued.

There was no reply.

[image: 010]

I woke in what must have been the ceremonial lodge. It was strangely quiet. The rain was gone. The jungle noises were gone. The icaro  was gone. Cucaracha was silent. I could not sense Ethan’s presence or that of anybody else in the mesa with me. For several moments everything was empty, and then I heard the sounds of one man purging.

I tried to determine which group member was struggling, but I could not trace the sounds back to anybody specific. Whoever the man was, it quickly ceased to matter. He was purging so hard that it was insignificant. He was beyond reach and impaled upon his most arrogant delusions of grandeur; an unseen hand squeezed toxic waste out of him like a wet sponge in the humid jungle grass.

As the man continued to purge, I saw the dragon again (the same dragon that had eaten and regurgitated the old man from my first vision). It wrapped and coiled around the man’s chest and throat, but I still could not make out his face. The rainbow-colored serpent squeezed chunks of black matter from the man’s stomach into his purge bucket. I saw the man’s inner organs. They were pink and red. His veins and arteries and nerve branches glowed and trembled. Each time he vomited, the dragon squeezed its grip tighter and the man’s eyeballs jutted farther out of his skull. The purging sounds were so impersonal they were almost beautiful. Almost transcendent. But trying to relax into the sounds, I felt something tugging at my very essence, as if I were a gray puddle pushed by the wind.  Who is that purging?

Then I cupped my hands over my ears and momentarily saw myself  curled into the fetal position, somewhere, disoriented and trying to escape. But escape from what, exactly? Not the effects of the ayahuasca or the visions but something deeper, something residing at my core: the malignant feeling of being insignificant and alone in a universe far too vast and vicious for me to make headway. If it was my responsibility to find happiness, then I would never succeed. Who could?

“I can’t do it,” I blurted out.

“Yes, you can,” Ethan’s voice answered.

As if on command from Ethan’s voice, I found myself kneeling again in front of my purge bucket. I could feel my body. Thunder clapped above the mesa. Rain pounded the lodge roof so hard I could barely hear Cucaracha howling outside. People were vomiting around me. The medicine song darted through the circle like a jungle snipe. I saw piranhas swimming through the air and devouring demonlike entities as they left people’s bodies. The rainbow serpent circled the mesa in the lodge rafters, looking down and watching over us. The guardian creatures were being commanded by Ethan’s singing.

Somebody screamed, “I can’t do this!”

“It’s impossible!” another man yelled.

It became clear to me, as though a black-velvet curtain had been slowly pulled back, that the person I could not see purging in the dark had been each one of us, suffering in exactly the same way. The man I had not been able to identify in the darkness was not anybody in particular but rather the entire mesa. The illusion of absolute individuality was exposed. It was as if all of the existentialist philosophers I had read and loved had instantly become people no different from me, revealing suffering for what it often is: a collective  state of being, something we each feel despite our stories and reasons, not because of them.

 

 

“We can all walk toward the light,” Ethan said. “One moment at a time. We make it through the night by focusing our minds and believing in ourselves and each other.”

“I don’t believe in myself,” I said. My words choked in my throat as another stream of vomit left my mouth. “I don
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