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INTRODUCTION


“We tell ourselves stories in order to live.”

— JOAN DIDION



This book is a lifetime in the making; it is collected from a few decades of handwritten journals, lived experience, and interviews with an uncountable number of artists, scientists, mystics, therapists, healers, activists, and fringe thought leaders engaging with paradigm-shifting encounters—mainly at the intersection of Judaism and psychedelia. In short, my heart—in all its fire and mess, and in my humble attempt to make sense of it all—spills out over the next couple hundred pages.

Almost a decade ago, when I set out to write about the intersection of Jewish and psychedelic experience, the topic was niche. It was rare to put the two explicitly in conversation with one another, despite how natural the pairing (more on that throughout this book). But in naming the Jewish psychedelic phenomena and giving it identity through media, the movement began to grow. We’re seeing the birth of what feels like, in essence, a renewed Judaism, rooted in ancient ritual and expanded consciousness. Psychedelics are revolutionizing Jewish culture, reigniting our spiritual fire, helping us realize that even without added substance, Judaism itself is an expression of and a container for altered states.

In other words: Judaism is psychedelic.

This is the moral of the story, so to speak, which I deliver through the allegory of my own first-person narrative. In this book, I explore psychedelic Judaism and Jewish psychedelic experience; however, it’s not just my own personal story, but a story that you, individually and collectively, may relate to, as well—whether you are Jewish or not. Your job, dear reader, is to glean from it what you will: whatever morals, practices, dos, don’ts, and learnings that you find most relevant and valuable, wherever you are in your life and in your relationship to psychedelics, religion, spirituality, medicine, healing, or simply getting high. Here is the story of my soul’s own fractal path; I’m sharing it, hoping that it will ignite your soul, as well.

Through my own trials and tribulations, lessons, and lore, I aim to put forth what I’ve learned and absorbed along the way from my teachers and from the firsthand experience of living the story itself. Keep in mind, I am not a religious scholar; I have limited formal Jewish education, and so what I present in this book, as far as religious text, sourcing, and other fixed aspects of Judaism comes more from secondhand academics and observation.

Through memoir, I can provide in-depth insight into a character—myself—whose goal is to explore and test the practices and philosophies that I share throughout these pages. And through my research and reportage, experts may speak to the phenomena laid out in the story, and share just how and why these modalities work (or don’t).

In truth, I never “came up with the idea” for this book, so much as that I’ve always had it in me and have been waiting for it to ripen so I could finally reach into the depths of my core and harvest it from my own being. Essentially, getting it out of my system has simply been a means of moving forward. In the rhetoric of ayahuasca, one might call this “purging” or “getting well,” since the entheogenic South American brew has a tendency to invoke vomiting as part of the “healing process,” but let’s just say that I always take my “medicine” with a healthy dose of skepticism. I am a journalist after all, and this book is a collection of first- and third-person research—it’s not a manifesto.

As such, “healing”—whatever this buzzword du jour actually means, and we’ll investigate that later—is a prevalent theme throughout these pages, where I use myself as a guinea pig to explore whether any of this stuff actually works—the psychedelics (or “medicines,” as they say); the religion; the spirituality; the rituals; the mindfulness, and the somatic practices. Are we all just bullshitting ourselves, crafting and extracting subjective meaning from our experiences, telling ourselves stories—as Joan Didion would say, about the things we do to feel whole, to feel better—in order to live? Or are we getting at a core truth, no matter the narrative or interpretation?

I have a specific allergy to New Age rhetoric and pseudospirituality that comes along with little rigor. I’m from LA, and there’s a lot of that there, especially in the circles where most people are doing yoga, meditating, journeying with plant medicines—and wearing it all on their sleeve, which in some cases is where the integration begins and ends. Perhaps I sound bitter, maybe even jaded, but really where this comes from is a deep and sincere optimism that we all have access to our best selves that we can put to use in spirituality’s highest form, which is service—if only we dig deep enough to not only find out what it takes but also to actually do it.

I’ll take a moment to distinguish the difference between spirituality and religion, at least the way I see it. Spirituality speaks to our direct Divine connection. It’s lofty, awe-invoking, and blissful. Religion—be it Judaism, Hinduism, or even something less rooted in ancient tradition—is the grounded, daily, sober practice that we do with our very own bodies, enabling us to harness that connection and infuse that magic into our mundane lives. Think yoga, tefillin, dancing, or eating certain foods (be they kosher, vegetarian, or even locally grown). In other words, embodied religious action that helps us cultivate the conditions for spiritual experience.

[image: Image]

Ever since I can remember, I’ve always strongly identified with my Jewishness and simultaneously, I’ve craved, throughout my life, authentic spiritual connection—through religion, psychedelics, movement, meditation, practice, and partying too. But perhaps I am, and have always been, most drawn to what guru Neem Karoli Baba taught is the most basic form of spirituality, simply to be of service.

I grew up in the community surrounding Ram Dass—a nice Jewish boy and author of Be Here Now, formerly known as Dr. Richard Alpert, the Harvard psychologist who, along with colleague Dr. Timothy Leary, was expelled for experimenting too liberally with psychedelics. My father, Bruce—a prominent cannabis defense attorney, who later defended Leary in his trial for escaping from prison for a pot bust—met Ram Dass in India in the early 1970s, and through him was introduced to Neem Karoli Baba, otherwise known as Maharaj-ji. The religious and spiritual philosophy that my father, Ram Dass, and others learned from their Hindu guru defined my upbringing. And yet, my parents—flower children of the post-Holocaust generation—put me through Hebrew school and maintained Jewish traditions.

Experiencing the contrast between Hebrew school and my homelife, I wondered why my parents and all their friends were searching for spirituality outside the religion they grew up with. Wasn’t there an authentic means to spiritually connect in Judaism in a way that honors our heritage without dwelling in the trauma associated with it—but perhaps, instead, even healing from it? Pondering these questions led me onto a path of both consciously and subconsciously interrogating the intersectionality between religion and rebellion, psychedelic states and emergent spiritual awareness.

[image: Image]

When I went to journalism school (“j-school”) almost a decade ago and moved to New York, by way of California and Israel, my reporting assignments led me into the underbelly of the Hasidic world, where I began to notice cultural overlaps with the “HinJews” I grew up with. Among the fringe Hasidim and the frum hippies, I found that psychedelics and, more so, psychedelic consciousness (a concept we’ll explore throughout this book) were at the foundational common ground between these seemingly disparate groups. And so, I began to interrogate the intersectionality between Jewish and psychedelic experience.

I’m far from the first person to take on this exploration; it began with our biblical forefathers, or even members of the tribe preceding them. In modern history, however, Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi is to be credited for integrating his experience with psychedelics into the consciousness of a new Judaism—what became Jewish Renewal (a movement, and ultimately a denomination). Reb Zalman hailed from a Hasidic family who fled Europe during the Holocaust. He received his rabbinic ordination through a Hasidic sect known as Chabad-Lubavitch, and came to rub shoulders—and drop acid—with countercultural icons like Tim Leary and Ram Dass (with whom he did acid under his talit, or prayer shawl).

Indeed, while Ram Dass represented the pull away from Judaism toward other traditions like Hinduism or Buddhism, Zalman, along with his contemporary Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach (“the singing rabbi”), drew them back in by presenting the mystical teachings of Chassidis and Kabbalah in a way that was both accessible and relatable to 1960s and ’70s youth. The post-Holocaust era produced a generation of seekers, searching for meaning in the wake of inexplicable tragedy and the trauma of genocide, nuclear war, and nihilistic existentialism. A sampling of spiritualities came along with new music, new fashion, and new modes of consciousness that defined the psychedelic ’60s. And so, Rebs Shlomo and Zalman took to the streets of Haight-Ashbury, meeting young Jews wherever they went in their journeys. Through his lively and soulful expression of traditional Jewish melodies, Shlomo lured many hippies back to observant, neo-Hasidic practice; Zalman, however, inspired by the spirit of Hasidism and his own psychedelic experiences, redefined Jewish practice altogether.

“When I can undergo the deepest cosmic experience via some minuscule quantity of organic alkaloids or LSD, then the whole validity of my ontological assertions is in doubt [such that] the psychedelic experience can be not only a challenge but a support of my faith,” Reb Zalman once wrote. “After seeing what really happens at the point where all is One and G-d immanent surprises G-d transcendent and They merge in cosmic laughter, I can also see Judaism in a new and amazing light.”

The result of Rebs Shlomo and Zalman’s experience with psychedelics (both observed and ingested) was a proliferation of colorful, yet Orthodox Carlebach shuls around the world, as well as colorful, non-Orthodox Renewal shuls. Both have Hasidic roots, both are musical, and both attract congregants with wayward, psychedelic backgrounds. And both were highly influential upon the crew of Jewish psychonauts I came to know and love, as well as global Jewish culture more generally.

But it wasn’t so much that I wanted to simply interview rabbis, scientists, and underground ceremony leaders about Jews on drugs (bluntly put), but rather that I myself, as a Jew, wanted these experiences too. Those whom I initially met on the basis of my reportage during my one year of “j-school” and beyond turned out to be my soul family; they felt instantly familiar and reminded me of the far-out characters who colored my childhood. I didn’t want to just get third-person quotes about combining Jewish ritual with psychedelics—I wanted to see it with my own eyes, feel what it was like in my own body.

Through these experiences—including an expanded outlook and a developed somaticism—I began to appreciate the roots of my own upbringing. It took growing up with hippies to find my way among Hasidim in order to ultimately come home to myself—in a full circle that enabled me to realize that it’s all one, all the same thing, all part of one grand trip. Where I came from turned out to be close—in soul—to where I was going (although straddling California and New York, Israel and America, remains a challenging distance). In fact, the concept of G-d that I grew up with was strikingly similar to what I learned about through Hasidic texts and teachings. It was through psychedelic consciousness that I came to this realization. And so, as one friend—the late Shloime Freundlich—helped me phrase it for one of the many articles I wrote about this topic, I wanted to know, can you serve G-d through psychedelics?

Those who knew “Bundy,” as he was called, might be surprised at such an apt articulation of this question—because his outer layer was more troll-like and crass than sensitive and contemplative. He was on the spectrum, would make off-color Holocaust jokes, and liked to introduce me to groups of Hasidic men by saying, “This is Madison, she’s in Playboy,” then wait a beat before explaining that I wrote for the magazine about topics he considered controversial, like cannabis. He loved to retell the story of how we met: “At 1:40 a.m., July 25, 2015, a girl in a short black skirt walked into my Shabbos meal. ‘My name is Madison. I write for The Forward. I just came from a Burner party; give me challah.’ We farbrenged till 4 a.m. about Shabbos Chazon and sang Shabbos songs.”

In his way, Shloime’s anecdote captures that zeitgeist for me, the summer I had graduated journalism school, working at a Jewish newspaper, using my off-hours to party my way through New York, maybe looking for some sort of transcendence—but ultimately finding it in Jewish spaces, flying and landing within the context of the religion itself. At which point I realized that Judaism has everything it takes to engender an altered experience, if only we knew how to activate its practices and engage with its perspectival frameworks in ways that were invigorating and soulful, rather than boring, traumatizing, or oppressive.
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With local decriminalization initiatives sweeping the country, while pharmaceutical interests aim to reschedule or develop psychedelic medicines in therapy, these substances are becoming increasingly mainstream. The size and quantity of psychedelicinspired festivals like Burning Man, the popularity of Michael Pollan’s How to Change Your Mind, and the fact that DoubleBlind—the psychedelic magazine and media start-up I co-founded—has garnered more than a million monthly page views, shows the extent to which the so-called “psychedelic renaissance” is in motion. What’s more? Postmortem, Ram Dass is more popular than ever. The eye-rolling teenager in me would have her jaw dropped.

At the forefront of today’s psychedelic movement is a focus on spirituality. Researchers at Johns Hopkins are investigating the nature of the “mystical experience” by giving psilocybin (the main compound in magic mushrooms) to religious professionals like priests, rabbis, and imams, while on the ground, as more laymen grow curious about these substances, there’s an even larger need to integrate and make sense of those experiences in safe, grounded contexts. That’s just one reason why people are turning to religion.

Exhibit A: In 2021, along with Rabbi Zac Kamenetz, founder of Shefa: Jewish Psychedelic Support, and Natalie Ginsberg, global impact coordinator at the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS), I co-founded the Jewish Psychedelic Summit. In just one month of organic promotion for the Summit, we garnered more than 5,000 global community members. Since then, dozens of Jewish and psychedelic events have sprouted up throughout the world, from panel discussions at shuls and universities to psychedelic conferences and therapy trainings that include Jewish programming (like Shabbat). Israeli psychedelic activist and social worker Pinni Baumol even put out literature about “kosher playlists” and musical considerations when administering psychedelics to Orthodox Jews. But it’s more than that. The special attention paid to treating PTSD in psychedelic therapy trials is making it easier to identify and talk about trauma. And for Jews, that’s massive progress—to acknowledge this wound, this attribute so central to our religion and peoplehood, so that we may heal from it.

But it’s not all rainbows and rugelach. Stumbling into the Jewish psychedelic subculture has been rife with equal parts beauty and contradiction. There’s the stuff that gets you “well” and then the stuff that simply makes you purge. And yet, it’s walking that line between shadow and light that renders this dialectic into a dance. It’s learning to move with grace—as your heart and mind are blown open, and all your assumptions challenged—that makes this dance of moving through modes of constricted and expanded consciousness both challenging and redemptive. And it’s the integration of those lessons that lands within our waking reality like a kiss of magic upon the mundane.

That’s what this story is about.

[image: Image]

After having taken the first stab at this manuscript in New York before rewriting it all in Tzfat, I drafted this introduction from Nachlaot—a cluster of microneighborhoods in central Jerusalem, where sandy stone apartment buildings piled one on top of the other surround public courtyards; flowers, weeds, and vines poke out from stairwells; feral cats lurk about; and the walls of the cozy, narrow alleyways carry spiritual messages scrawled into graffiti and murals lit up at night by the orange luster of old street lamps. Just south of the bustling shuk Machane Yehuda, it’s impossible to go anywhere without seeing familiar faces—holy rebels, curious seekers, religious hippies, friends from California or New York, coming and going, everyone on their journey.

On a wall near a shul, someone’s tagged “LSDMT” underneath a series of red, yellow, and green stamps that read [image: image] (Na Nach Nachma Nachman Meuman)—a mantra, of sorts, associated with Na Nach, an eclectic subsect of Chassidim following the 18th–19th-century Rebbe Nachman, father of the Hasidic sect known as Breslov, whose overarching spiritual philosophy to be happy always, not just in spite of but because of hardship, is woven throughout this book—alongside the teachings of Ram Dass. The juxtaposition of the psychedelic graffiti with the Na Nach stamp is fitting because, after all, many of Reb Nachman’s lessons are, to quote my editor Eden Pearlstein, “trippy as fuck,” while many of his followers today have found his teachings and a connection to Judaism through wayward paths—through sorrow, psychedelics, and a search for meaning and transcendent, grounded joy. Inside a Nachlaot rooftop guesthouse where a rabbi friend holds space for those journeying with psychedelics, he’s adorned a tiny bookshelf with just two books: Be Here Now and Nachman’s seminal work Likutei Moharan. There is a nuanced, natural relationship between the philosophies of Ram Dass and Reb Nachman, but to grasp it, you’ll have to read to the end of this book.

And yet, it’s also palpable in daily life here in Jerusalem, on the streets, and in nature. Everyone here is talking about psychedelics—whether because they’re seeking to try them, have trauma they’re aiming to treat, or because they’ve already had life-changing experiences with them at festivals, prayer circles, in therapy, or rogue. I’m walking through the shuk when someone stops me—a local musician I know from Brooklyn—and wants to tell me about his most recent experience with Bufo, or 5-MeO-DMT, a powerful dissociative psychedelic extracted from the venom of the Sonoran Desert toad. A few days later, I’m at a party inside a sukkah (for the weeklong holiday of Sukkot), where friends swap stories of plant medicine ceremonies in the forests outside Jerusalem, the latest in ketamine clinical therapy, raving with MDMA back in the day, or trying mushrooms at a couple’s retreat.

In a tiny bookstore behind the shuk, I notice on display a recent reprint of my friend Yoseph Needelman’s book, the OG psychedelic Jewish memoir, Cannabis Chassidis: The Ancient and Emerging Torah of Drugs (2012), for which I wrote an introduction. Yoseph played a pivotal role in the events that will unfold throughout this book. And so, as he and I sit down to coffee nearby, I relay to one of my greatest inspirations what’s in the pages of this story now here in your hands.

What I’m getting at is that psychedelic consciousness is increasingly pervasive in our culture, including secular and progressive Jewish communities, but now it’s also experiencing a pointed upsurge in the traditional (Orthodox/Hasidic) Jewish world. In describing today’s Hasidic fringe, as one friend put it—Hershy Lefkowitz, who initiated me into Brooklyn’s Hasidic underground back in 2014—”It’s like the ’60s, man, but for the Jews.”



PART 1

EXILE


“If you think you’re enlightened, go spend a week with your family.”

— RAM DASS





Chapter 1

THE REBELLION OF NOT BEING HERE NOW

“1-800-420-LAWS, Bruce Margolin’s down for the cause.” That was the radio jingle that SoCal stoner punk band the Kottonmouth Kings rapped for my dad’s 2003 gubernatorial campaign when he ran in California’s recall election against Arnold Schwarzenegger and more than 100 other candidates on the platform to legalize weed. That jingle earned my dad enough attention to not only land him in 11th place, but also to pique the interest of my middle school teachers and our wholesome, lurking D.A.R.E. officer, who would take a seat next to me in the cafeteria to ask a quiet, straight-A student “how things were at home.”

In truth, my homelife was a balagan—beautiful chaos—interwoven among six kids, three baby mamas, and a notable criminal defense attorney as the patriarchal hub of it all. But contrary to whatever the cop was looking to sniff out, my parents’ cannabis use wasn’t the problem, if there ever was one. If anything, the haze of pot smoke that drifted through my father’s home on any Saturday night—as New Age hippies would meander in and out of our Spanish-style casa on the south side of Beverly Hills, wearing their flowing garments and bindis for the occasion of sitting on pillows in our living room to chant the “Hanuman Chalisa” at a kirtan—was a welcome indicator that at least everyone would be in high spirits (rather than arguing), including and especially my mother. High-strung and neurotic, yet loving and earnest, even after my parents’ divorce and my father’s subsequent remarriage (followed by another divorce), she’d graciously do what she could to uphold a unified sense of family.

That, of course, was no easy feat in a family that looked like The Brady Bunch meets Jerry Springer—but Jewish, vegetarian, and drug-friendly, with affectations like Nag Champa incense and an unspoken microwave ban. But rather than move us back home with her to New York when my father left her (she wouldn’t have been allowed to anyway), my mother maintained a home within a few blocks of his house. She’d bring her signature sweet potatopineapple-marshmallow dish to large Pesach seders attended by other HinJews, coordinate with him for the rest of the holidays, plan our bar and bat mitzvahs, and in periods of peace, she’d even still come to kirtan.

When my father remarried, my stepmother would order gourmet Indian food and make a large pot of chai, while Shiva, my father’s best friend’s son, might step in as the chai wallah and tend to the milky cardamom brew. In the living room, drums and a harmonium would be set up by the puja table, a low, wooden cabinet adorned with precious tchotchkes, photos, crystals, small statues of Hindu deities, and candles, all underneath a large photo of the Hindu guru Neem Karoli Baba, in a frame adorned with a dangling, fresh flower mala. A menorah and Shabbos candlesticks, alongside hundreds of spiritual volumes and novels, were on a shelf nearby.

You could always tell when my father was hosting one of his kirtans before you even walked into the house. Our quaint, treelined block would become uncharacteristically crowded with Priuses or beat-up hippie mobiles covered in a few common bumper stickers: “Love Serve Remember” or “Love Everyone.” That’s how you could tell Maharaj-ji’s satsang had trekked into town—east from the breezy shores of Venice Beach and Santa Monica, inland from the rustic hills of Topanga Canyon, or if it was a truly special occasion, west from farther off, like the arid desert of Joshua Tree or even Taos, New Mexico, where family friends maintained a stateside Hanuman Temple and Neem Karoli Baba ashram.

My father and his community, or satsang, are devotees of Neem Karoli Baba (1900–1973), endearingly known as Maharaj-ji (Sanskrit for “great king”). Perhaps his most notable devotee was Ram Dass, né Richard Alpert, who had worked as a psychologist at Harvard in the early 1960s, alongside colleague Dr. Timothy Leary. Before President Richard Nixon launched the Drug War in 1971, psychedelics like LSD or psilocybin were still legal. And as such, Alpert, Leary, and other academics conducted extensive research investigating their profound healing potential in conjunction with therapy. But when Leary and Alpert gave psychedelics to undergrads and tripped alongside their subjects, the Harvard administration deemed that their research had gone too far and expelled the duo in 1963.

Leary went on to become a countercultural icon, LSD evangelist, and, according to Nixon, the “most dangerous man in America.” He espoused the slogan “Turn On, Tune In, Drop Out” to flower children across the country rebelling from society in a peace movement that peaked during the late 1960s Summer of Love. My father, who has represented more cannabis clients than anyone else in the country, would later defend Leary when he escaped from prison, where he was serving a ten-year sentence for a pot bust.

Alpert, on the other hand, disillusioned by the cycle of getting high and coming down, was looking for a psychedelic trip that would last. In other words, prolonged spiritual sustenance that wasn’t contingent on acid. After Harvard, he traveled to India, where he became a disciple of Maharaj-ji—and, based on the guru’s teachings, wrote Be Here Now in 1971. Born into a well-to-do Jewish family from Boston, Alpert took on the name Ram Dass, bestowed upon him by Maharaj-ji, and went on to become a spiritual teacher in his own right, authoring many other titles, giving lectures back home in the States, and hosting retreats in his later years in Maui, where he lived.

Maharaj-ji’s central teaching was “Love everyone, serve everyone, remember G-d”—hence the bumper stickers. And yet, I was skeptical. Ask my father or his peers about their relationships with their ex-wives or their kids, and see if you get a rigorously evolved answer from a place of integrity along the lines of “love everyone.” With everyone so quick to wear their spirituality on their sleeve—to wrap shmatas around their heads, appropriate a bindi, or go by a Hindu name (think Grammy-nominated kirtan artist and family friend Krishna Das, a.k.a. Jeffrey Kagel, from Long Island; or my father, Bruce, a.k.a. Badri, short for Badrinath, among the satsang, or Baruch Meir, should he be asked by anyone wearing a yarmulke)—there I was scratching my head, rolling my eyes, hiding in my room, poring over my studies, joyriding around LA, running away on six-mile jogs, starving myself, dissociating—davka not being here now. Because how else could I rebel in a family where Ram Dass was a household name—not in a celebrity kind of way, but more as a fixture mentioned in passing?: “Ram Dass is coming to town”; “Ram Dass is coming over for dinner”; “Daddy’s going to see Ram Dass in Hawaii.”

I like to say that G-d put me into a family where the spiritual tools that were a given, that I took for granted from birth (yoga, meditation, Ram Dass, psychedelic consciousness), were also tools I would immediately need throughout my upbringing—but I wouldn’t immediately know how to use them, and might even reject them at first. When the people (read: your parents) who make it most difficult for you to be here now tell you to be here now, then you may find yourself in a spiritual conundrum. I was an escapist and would eventually need to leave home, only so that I could return to it—to whatever home means—on my terms, through a process of rediscovering and learning to embody the most basic teaching of mindfulness: be here now.




Chapter 2

THE NYC FLOWER CHILD AND THE LA HINJEW

I was born late in the morning on Father’s Day to a then-unmarried couple who had known each other for a little over a year. My grandmother—and sole living grandparent—flew out from New York to greet her second grandchild and her daughter’s firstborn. My father, meanwhile, found himself straddling St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica, and celebrating the holiday with his 13-year-old daughter from a previous two-year marriage to a notoriously fierce divorce attorney raised by Holocaust survivors. My older sister and my mother never got along, at least until my parents got divorced a decade later.

My mother, a beautiful Jewess and champion bodybuilder from Queens, was in California on her own, having followed an ex-boyfriend out West, where she got caught in a turnstile with my father at a gym by Venice Beach on the Ides of March. He looked familiar to her. “Do I know you?” she asked, determining that if he wasn’t from New York, then they hadn’t met before. And so she went along her way, and he trailed after her. An Angeleno through and through, my father was a valley boy, but in his dating prospects, had been looking for a Jewish girl from New York. My parents ended up in Hawaii together a month later, and pregnant with me after half a year, on a trip back east to visit family. Shamelessly, my mother likes to boast that I was conceived in Queens.

She was in her late 30s and looking to settle down, become a housewife; he was a single dad pushing 50, but with the spirit of a teenager, a nice Jewish playboy from the San Fernando Valley with a successful criminal defense practice, specializing in marijuana law. They were terribly matched—he a commitment-phobic free spirit, she overly excitable. The relationship “was challenged early on,” my mom told me. “It was a shit show.” Gorgeous and with the purest of hearts, my mother has the mouth of Fran Drescher (from The Nanny) on a good day and Susie Greene (from Curb Your Enthusiasm) on a bad one; over the course of their decade-long relationship, there would be enough drama to turn my father off to Jewish women altogether. (His current partner, half his age, is a Buddhist “tantrapreneur” from Thailand whom he met at yoga.)

A month after I was born, my parents took me to the Oregon Country Fair, something of the Rainbow Gathering afterparty, where hippies from across the country came together in a festival geared toward peace and love, health food, and folk music. At six months, they took me to the ashram in Taos, New Mexico, for bhandara—a feast, in this case for something of a yahrzeit event, commemorating the mahasamadhi of Maharaj-ji, who “left his body,” as they say, on my father’s 32nd birthday, September 11, 1973. The day before my second birthday, my parents finally got married in the morning; later that day, they got into a screaming match. I wore a white dress with an embroidered fruit motif to their “wedding” at the courthouse—the same courthouse where almost 20 years later, my father, without telling any of us, legally married my (now, technically, former) stepmother almost a decade after Ram Dass performed their “spiritual wedding” ceremony at the casa (because what JAP from LA worth the title doesn’t have at least one ex-stepmother?).

Despite the fact that both my parents came from traditional Jewish households, they were both rebels—she a flower child, he a “HinJew.”

My mother—a black sheep turned off by the dry “conservadox” Judaism that defined religion for many boomers—as a teenager would perform séances in her bedroom, where during one of these occult rituals she created a spontaneous stain on the green carpet at my grandparents’ two-story Tudor on a quiet, middleclass block in the placid, unassuming neighborhood of Hollis Hills. On weekends throughout her early adulthood, she and her ex-husband or best friend would head into the countryside of upstate New York or into the city, dropping acid or mescaline, listening to the Grateful Dead or the Allman Brothers, and taking quaaludes after a night of disco. As a child, I remember my mother telling me stories about how she almost walked off a cliff during an acid trip, or about that time she “died” on angel dust, a.k.a. PCP (a chemical cousin of the now-trendy ketamine).

Her psychedelic tales did little to turn me off to drugs—which I doubt was her point anyway—but did make me wonder if my mother was a little bit crazy. Would her psyche be different if she hadn’t done all those psychedelics during her formative years? Would she be more stable, or would her mental health be in better shape if she’d actually integrated her psychedelic trips—growing from them, rather than simply growing out of them? Only now in her 60s has she begun to dabble again.

My mother’s family back East are fairly conventional, if not a little quirky in their own right. My maternal grandparents were both raised by widowed single mothers—Galitzianers from the Alte Land of Eastern Europe—in Brooklyn’s now Hasidic neighborhood of South Williamsburg during the Great Depression and Second World War. Their descendants are now mostly in New Jersey, or south Florida (for all intents and purposes, a beachside southern outpost of New York). Their greatest source of entertainment is keeping up with the Margolins out West. “Absurd” would be how my uncle—a Scrabble tournament champion, former obituary writer for his north Jersey town paper, and a freelance reporter for The New York Times real estate section—describes the mishigas my mother married into, and never quite divorced from.

On the other hand, my father barely has any living family left, who we’re in touch with at least; although a long-lost cousin—a rabbi from Ohio—once wrote to us saying we’re descendants of the 11th-century Talmudic commentator Rashi. But he makes up for his lack of blood relatives in his satsang of chosen family.

My father grew up in North Hollywood, where my grandfather—a Belarussian immigrant and dedicated patriot who joined the U.S. Marines when World War II broke out—moved the family from Cleveland when my father was four. Yiddish-speaking “New Yawkers,” as he calls them, my grandparents were hardworking, blue-collar people; and my father, the youngest of three boys, was a “latchkey kid” who flunked third grade. (To this day he remains a terrible speller; he even misspelled the initial three words of his first paper in law school, but nevertheless got the highest grade in the class. “When you become a lawyer,” the professor told him, “you’ll have a secretary to prepare your correspondences.”)

Growing up in the ’50s, and coming of age in the ’60s, my father was a greaser, then a hippie. His father founded two shuls in the Valley. When my uncle Ralph—a Torah scholar, prodigy, suspected gay man, and the oldest boy in the family—lost his life to leukemia shortly after my father’s bar mitzvah, my father joined my grandfather in shul to say the mourner’s kaddish. Six years later when my grandfather passed away unexpectedly during an operation, my father, 19, and supporting himself and later helping support his mother, found himself alone in shul for a year, saying kaddish again. He received no warm embrace from the other congregants; no one even said hello or asked what he was doing there. That experience of spiritual indifference turned him off to Judaism.

“I remember going to the mortuary with the rabbi, in the back of the limousine, and I called him every filthy, disgusting name in the world, asking him to give me some answers,” my dad told me during our “interview” for a profile Tablet Magazine asked me to write in honor of 4/20. “I was angry at him because he represented that lack of communication that I needed so badly, and I believed [religion] was the place I could get it from. This man wasn’t able to communicate any solace to me, and I realized in my anger, that was one of the reasons I wanted to rebel against the world and the establishment that the rabbi represented and which, in part, failed me. Only recently did I figure out that my anger wasn’t at society, it was at G-d—and those whom I felt represented him in my life, these (nerdy) Jews.”

My father, as with many of his peers, suffers from a degree of internalized anti-Semitism, although I’m not sure they’d call it that. But there was something “uncool” about being Jewish, at least where he grew up: a mostly Mexican neighborhood, where the other kids would pick on him for being Jewish, calling him a Christ killer. On Shabbos or holidays, my father says he was scared that the neighbors would hear the family singing too loudly. He was embarrassed to be Jewish, wondering as a young child in the wake of the Holocaust, “What’s wrong with us that they want to kill us?”

Like many Jews of his generation—most notably Ram Dass—my father found spirituality in Hinduism, Buddhism, cannabis, psychedelics, the Rainbow Gathering, everywhere and anywhere except Judaism. While certainly not the sole reason, it’s possible that the internalized trauma of the post-Holocaust era encouraged, among some, dissociative tendencies rather than an embrace of religious and cultural identity.

And yet as a child, my intuition made me wonder if what my parents were searching for in all these far-out places was actually available in Judaism. It’s not that there was anything wrong with exploring other traditions, but even as a kid, I was never quite able to take on Hindu customs the way my parents did. My parents had given me a Hebrew name—Margalit Rachel—but not a Hindu name (I never felt called to take one on anyway), and even though I eventually dropped out of Hebrew school, I nevertheless strongly identified with my Judaism. I never questioned my belief in the Jewish concept of G-d that my parents taught me, but I was genuinely curious whether that sense of mysticism, spirituality, or mindfulness that they sought out in Far Eastern traditions was actually accessible within our own backyard. After all, Judaism felt like home in a way that Hinduism didn
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