
Cosmic Consciousness

September 21, 2014
Rev. Dr. Jim Sherblom

First Parish in Brookline

The Pachamama Alliance
For years the Pachamama Alliance had invited me to train with indigenous shaman in Ecuador.  
So I flew to Quito and we went into the Andes, some of the highest mountains in the world, to an 
indigenous village on the side of a volcano, where I had altitude sickness. The scenery was 
breathtaking.  I practiced my meditation, invoking the cosmic serpent while meditating in an 
underground cave, walking a labyrinth, and joining a cleansing ceremony where I stood naked 
before a shaman who prayed while blowing strange liquids over my body and beating me gently 
with stinging nettles.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.

We descended 10,000 feet to the edge of the rainforest and boarded a small plane to fly into the 
jungle. I was too big for this world. Being twice the size and weight of most of the indigenous 
people, I could barely wedge myself into the plane. I fit in my seat only when my knees were 
propped up in the air with my feet well above the floor. When we landed an hour later, on the 
muddy forest strip, we were outfitted with knee-high boots to begin our first trek through the 
forest. They needed to order my size 11 boots all the way from America; it seems no one in 
Ecuador has feet that big. Our guide stepped lightly through the forest mud, often sinking above 
his ankles, so I followed, weighing more than twice what he does, often sinking above my knees.  
Several times I became hopelessly mired in the mud, or fell while crossing tree trunks spanning 
the streams, or I just couldn’t lift my boots out of deep mud.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.

Exhausted, at river’s edge, I stumbled into our motorized dug-out canoe, where I again had to 
squeeze myself in, and meditate to overcome the pain, anxiety, fear, and exhaustion as we made 
our way downriver to our home for the next few days. Arriving at our destination required 
another 30-minute hike uphill to our elevated campsite in the deepest part of the forest. Fourteen 
of us living communally, with no privacy or toilets, in the rain forest, like the indigenous people 
always have.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.
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I had incredible dreams: Visited by the Sun and Moon, the spiritual parents of this part of the 
world, by a grinning jaguar, and blessed by the Black Madonna. We worked alongside 
indigenous people, prayed and meditated with them, and went swimming in a jungle lagoon with 
piranha, who I was told would leave us alone as they were well fed. We were awakened at 3:30 
a.m. to hike 30 minutes through the night forest to participate in a cleansing ritual which 
involved drinking tea until overfull (it took five large cups for me) and then throwing up 
everything in your stomach.  Thereafter, feeling slightly better, we shared our dreams with each 
other surrounded by monkeys, toucans, and many different kinds of birds. Our return trip 
required crossing a fragile hanging bridge across a gorge. The guide suggested I cross last so if I 
didn’t make it, it wouldn’t hold up the rest of the group. I meditated on that the rest of the day.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.

Then I took ayahuasca and my world was changed. But that’s another story.

Ayahuasca   
Humans have co-evolved with the rainforest for thousands of years. The indigenous people use 
medicinal plants, and some of these plants have evolved to help humans remember we are one 
with the forest, and the universe. The shaman gave me a bitter drink called A-tem, an extract of 
the ayahuasca plant and one other, which I drank and then used water to rinse the bitter taste 
from my mouth. I went to the edge of our sleeping platform, at the edge of the forest, to wait for 
it to take effect.  

After 45 minutes the forest began to become louder, as if I could hear for miles. The colors of the 
forest became deeper, many different shades of green and darkness. Then I noticed a single star 
coming out from behind the overcast sky, and I had never seen anything so bright.  I moved to 
the center of the sleeping platform where no trees obstructed my view. The sky opened up above 
me showing more stars than I had ever seen except in a planetarium. And as I focused on 
individual stars, it became as if I could telescope my vision into the night sky, and follow my 
gaze across the Milky Way, watching entire solar systems with their planets revolving or being 
born. When a cloud crossed between me and the sky, I could see right through it to the stars.  
This experience of oneness with the universe was one of great joy and overwhelming awe. We 
are star dust, the universe is our rightful home.  

Then I became quite ill, with vomiting and diarrhea, and so much nausea that I could not sleep 
no matter how tired and exhausted I was. Over the next eight hours I was so sick that I never 
wanted to experience this again, no matter how glorious the visions.  I had many dreams, some 
quite wonderful and others quite terrifying, as I turned fitfully in my sleep. In the morning the 
shaman debriefed the six of us from the night before.
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As we recounted our experiences he had little good to say, until I told him mine through our two 
interpreters. He said: “It is rare to find someone from the North so spiritually mature.” I beamed.  
I thanked him.  I was feeling nauseous, so I went to the edge of our four foot high platform to 
vomit, where I collapsed and fell head over heels onto the muddy ground.  I lost consciousness.  
For a moment they thought I was dead, or in need of an ambulance, which could be worse than 
dead so deep in the forest, but I awoke, bounced back up onto the platform in good spirits, and 
continued my journey, sore, bruised, but somewhat enlightened. 

The Sermon
This is not simply about spiritual adventure, but meeting our future. Fritjof Capra begins his new 
book The Systems View of Life by saying:  “As the 21st century unfolds it is becoming more and 
more evident that the major problems of our time – energy, the environment, climate change, 
food security, financial security – cannot be understood in isolation. They are systemic problems, 
which means that they are all interconnected and interdependent. Ultimately these problems must 
be seen as just different facets of one single crisis, which is largely a crisis of perception. It 
derives from the fact that most people in our modern society, and especially our large social 
institutions, subscribe to concepts of an outdated worldview, a perception of reality inadequate 
for dealing with our overpopulated, globally interconnected world.”

The Pachamama Alliance had been after me for a few years to experience the unity of life in the 
deep rainforest, and thereby to change my perception of reality to one that is more conducive to 
addressing these major world problems systemically. I went to the rainforest to make myself 
vulnerable to being changed. I traveled with mystics, tourists, naturalists and scientists, being 
changed by all I met.

When I opened my eyes after losing consciousness, I was completely disoriented, with no sense 
of where I was in space or time, or why, no memory of falling or landing in the mud, no 
recognition of the scared and concerned people standing around me, asking if I was dead, just a 
strong sense of disorientation and pain, pain from head to toe.

I am told it was my fainting which protected me from more serious injury and perhaps saved my 
life. The nearest hospital facilities were a day away by dug-out canoe and bush plane.  It was a 
bit of a resurrection experience as I bounced back up onto the platform apologizing for 
disrupting our conversations with the shaman. Our Ecuadorian guide later told me nothing 
happens by accident, that my fall and the subsequent healing were all part of my experience with 
the rainforest and its wisdom. The scientists traveling with us told me that we could only 
adequately explain my experiences in the rainforest by coming to understand quantum biology 
and the quantum basis of life. 
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I learned the theory of relativity, E=MC2, and quantum physics in 1972, as a high school junior, 
and I was told only a few scientists in the world really understood it, but that Newtonian physics 
worked fine for everything I might ever do. They were wrong. Quantum effects are ubiquitous in 
nature. Light, wind, fire and water are subject to quantum uncertainty as we daily encounter 
them.

Today a third of our economy depends on products based on quantum effects. Quantum effects 
are increasingly used in computer engineering, biology and cosmology. Quantum mechanics 
describes theoretical physics encountering human consciousness. Our consciousness collapses 
quantum wave functions. Consciousness itself is a divine mystery.  You are a quantum wave of 
conscious energy engaging with life. I am too. This is awesome!

God is a quantum uncertainty. If you encounter reality and observe the presence of a ground of 
being or higher power as real and necessary, God is real. If you encounter reality and observe no 
presence of a higher power, then God is not real. With quantum uncertainty, both can be true for 
different realities at the same time. Newtonian physics could not account for different answers 
for different people, but quantum effects does so readily, so the question of God’s existence is 
resolved. Quantum metaphysics resolves all theological conflicts, unless you think God is dead!          

I don’t use drugs, unless you include caffeine or single malt scotch, or drinking alcohol.  So I 
was anxious and ambivalent when my shaman teacher suggested, through two translators, since 
we didn’t share a common language, that the plant derived medicine he called A-tem was a very 
direct way to experience cosmic consciousness. He said reaching cosmic consciousness requires 
first preparing oneself through fasting, meditation, and holding a clear and life-giving intent.  
The medicine would make me violently ill, it would not be a pleasant experience, and would be 
largely meaningless if I took A-tem for merely recreational purposes. So do not try this at home, 
but only if under a carefully controlled context, meditation, intent and setting.

This experience is not for the merely curious, or faint of heart; for it requires making oneself 
vulnerable to the shaman, the plants, the spirit world, and much else beyond your control. So I 
did it. If I could fast four days with UU men on vision quests; experience the dark night of the 
soul with Christian mystics; learn to climb mountains of sheer intentionality from Taoist mystics; 
have my heart remodeled with the Kaba of love by Sufi mystics -- how difficult could spiritual 
exercises with indigenous shaman in the rainforest be? 

I learned vulnerability, to be comfortable in my own skin standing naked in front of the shaman 
as he used holy water and stinging nettles to cleanse me of my spiritual burdens.

The indigenous people of South America live in a dreaming culture, not dreamy, but rather one 
which places as much or more significance on what a person experiences in altered states of 
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consciousness than in what we might call normal reality.  Much of my preparation was to open 
my consciousness to the dreams of the deep forest. I overcame fears by sitting meditation in the 
mountain cave exploring the lowest of three levels of reality experienced by indigenous shaman.  
I snorted raw tobacco before swimming in the sacred pool to stand beneath a holy waterfall, as a 
way of experiencing the middle level of this dreaming culture.

But it was the experience with A-tem which opened my consciousness to cosmic consequences, 
the highest level of experience in the indigenous view of our lived reality. It felt like I had been 
there during out-of-body experiences as a child, when I had the mystical experience of seeing the 
energy patterns of life as a teenager, when I fasted and meditated on vision quests as a young 
adult with other UU men, when I experienced the ecstatic whirling of the Sufi meditation, or the 
intense mindfulness of Taoist meditation.

Yet this lasted so much longer, and felt so much more intense, that I now have a strong body 
memory of being completely and truly one with the universe. The shamans opened my senses to 
the reality of the oneness of everything. Surprisingly, this is not pure bliss, yes there is great joy, 
but I am also far more mindful of the impact of human destruction.

So how do I explain to you the deep knowing that came along with this experience? We are part 
of the universe becoming conscious of itself.  As emergent life on this planet we cannot destroy 
it, or even ourselves, for we are part of the very fabric of the cosmos. Our separateness is a mere 
illusion. We are an important part of the interdependent web of all existence. I know this in the 
same way that I know I am alive or that I know I am breathing -- deep experience of it.

This kind of experience is a first source for Unitarian Universalism, drawing on direct experience 
of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal 
of the spirit and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life. This is a primary source of 
our wisdom and our UU worldview. I went to the rainforest, I became one with the forest, and by 
doing so returned to you a more conscious Unitarian Universalist. When I now say something is 
uncertain, it doesn’t indicate a lack of knowledge or experience, but rather something core to 
reality.

What the Pachamama Alliance calls “the dream of the north,” a dream of violence, greed, 
selfishness, materialism, destruction of the earth, and insignificance of all life, is a deep illness, a 
fevered dream from which we must awake. North Americans are the worst in terms of our self-
destructive choices.  Our military-industrial complex accounts for a disproportionate share of the 
killing and destruction human beings are inflicting about their fellow humans. Local police are 
turning weapons of war on our citizens. The greed of our corporations are trampling on the rights 
of indigenous peoples everywhere, destroying their cultures and habitats in pursuit of greater 
profits. Our rampant consumerism, where we spend more than we earn, often on objects that 
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have no benefit for our or the world’s health and wellbeing, is a leading cause of global climate 
change.

Having experienced the dream of the forest, using medicinal herbs and meditation to become one 
with the forest, with the earth, with the universe, I can say from experience there is another way 
open to us, and for our own good we ought to take it. A path that involves remembering our true 
selves as children of the stars. A path that sees all humanity as a mighty flowering of 
consciousness on the planet earth, of life experiencing consciousness for the first time.

In cosmic time humanity is a young species, but a powerful one, so we need to grow to human 
maturity, and take our role as an expression of life on planet earth, before we destroy many other 
species on this planet along with ourselves. I am no longer apocalyptic about what our future 
holds. Goodness will find its way. But there are enormous implications for planet earth in how 
quickly and collectively we grow up. Can we recognize the emergent earth and our rightful role 
on it?

What about reality?  I will turn 59 next month.  My body is beginning to feel its age. I carry 
chronic stress of deep anxiety in the muscles of my upper back. After 25 years of playing 
aggressive sports my orthopedic surgeon told me my knees were shot, I had to give up volleyball 
altogether, stop climbing mountains, and tennis probably was also not a good idea. 

When I experienced deep muscle swelling and pain from my fall in the forest, the shaman spent 
some time invoking the spirits to watch over me, and gave our guide some herbal salve to rub 
into my back, recommending I take as much Advil as my stomach could tolerate, and suggested 
it would take a few weeks for my body to heal itself. 

As I was preparing to leave Ecuador a week later, and still in considerable muscle pain, my 
Ecuadorian guide visited with me one last time, where he said the shaman’s cure was both slower 
and less tissue specific then western medicine.  As I gradually healed, no one knew what else 
might heal as well. Two months since my fall, all pain in my upper back is gone, including my 
chronic muscle pain. I have returned to playing volleyball and tennis and my knees no longer 
seem to become inflamed. I am again climbing 1,500-foot mountains in a morning with my son 
Robert, though my descent over rocky terrain is far slower as every muscle in my body fears a 
sudden fall. I am more attuned than ever to the oneness of everything!  I marvel at the birds 
singing before dawn, see more shades of green when I look into the woods behind my house, am 
visited by wild animals and butterflies at times when I am alone, and can still feel what it is like 
to travel amongst the stars if only with my eyes. I am changed forever.

When I hear Americans sing: “Oh say can you see, at the dawn’s early light, what so proudly we 
hailed, at the twilight’s last gleaming,” I no longer think of flags, or countries, or war, but rather 
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the human ability to observe, to be deeply moved by dawn’s early light and twilight’s last 
gleaming. We are not mere spectators on this earth, but an important aspect of life becoming 
conscious of itself on this planet. I am less interested in theoretical discussions about whether 
God exists or not, and if so, whether God is one or many. Not interested in the historical 
accuracy, or lack thereof, of Christianity, Judaism, or Islam. I want to know can you feel deeply?  
Are you interconnected with all life on this planet?  How will you live differently as a result of 
experience?  This is what interests me now. 

How will we live differently to prepare the way for humanity’s adolescence to end, so that we 
can collectively take our places as a part of that emergent phenomenon known as life on earth.  
This experience is indescribable, so I have made light of it, but once you have been embraced by 
the cosmos, there is no going back.

As the physicist Capra says: “We have discovered that the material world, ultimately, is a 
network of inseparable patterns of relationships; that the planet as a whole is a living, self-
regulating system. …  Evolution is no longer seen as a competitive struggle for existence, but 
rather as a cooperative dance in which creativity and the constant emergence of novelty are the 
driving forces.” Can humanity simply join this dance?    

I hope we can learn to live life more fully.  To love ourselves and each other more openly.  To 
laugh and cry more readily. Since my return Loretta says I laugh and cry more frequently. I have 
been studying everything I can about quantum biology and how life emerges at the quantum 
scale. Quantum tunneling and quantum entanglement are no longer just theories to me.

Life is more precious than we knew.  How will we live to increase the level of joy, not just for 
ourselves, but for all the people and all creatures on the planet earth? It will require some radical 
changes in our outlook on our lives. I know I am not able to do it alone. Thank goodness I am 
part of a faith community committed to the worth and dignity of every person, respect for the 
interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. I love you all dearly, more now than 
ever, may we truly enjoy the journey! Amen and Blessed Be.                      

7


