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 ❛THE OBSERVATORY❜

something important 
to share with a larger 
audience than friends 
and colleagues override 
my introverted nature.

Here is the story 
in crib-note fashion.

A close friend of 
mine carried around a 
treasured item. Where 
he  went ,  i t  went—
except on one fateful 
occasion, when he for-
got it. He discovered it 
one day resting lightly 
in the ground, in the 
center of an old cistern. 
Suff ice it to say that 
for him it had magical 
allure, and became tal-
ismanic. What was the 
object? A round quartz 
stone, the size of a playing marble — and it could have been 
one, for all we know.

Tragically, my friend, Frank Bava, died of a heart attack a 
few days after visiting me with a friend of his, Jean. The morn-
ing of his funeral service, I woke up realizing Frank had left 
his marble at my house the weekend before. I decided I would 
return it to him at his viewing, at which time I tucked the 
marble in his suit pocket.

What began quite innocently as a friendly gesture —i.e. 
returning the marble —evolved into something more: an 
experiment. I realized retuning Frank’s marble was a way of 
arming the whole “apparatus,” so to speak, like standing up 
some dominoes in close proximity for a demonstration of 
Newton’s third law. Prior to placing the marble in his pocket, 
I wrapped it in a note on which I scribbled a message: “Please 
toss this back if you’re ever around.” Confirmation arrived 
quickly. That very evening, Jean found a marble waiting for her 
at the entrance to her brownstone in Brooklyn. Subsequently, 
more and more people began finding marbles in extraordinary 
ways, each with the feeling that it was meant for them.

I had, and still have, little doubt that the marble that 
appeared on Jean’s doorstep, and all the subsequent marble 
finds I describe in my story, were a direct consequence of my 
request to Frank to “toss it back”—confirming, at least for me, 
that he was around, and that consciousness continues beyond 

Michael Urheber with Rhonda Drake

Does Consciousness Continue Beyond Death? 
A Search for Certainty

In one of Rudyard Kipling’s most elegantly crafted tales, The 
Miracle of Purin Bhagat, the main character abandons a life 

of material success to reside in peaceful repose next to a shrine 
of Kali, the Hindu Deity, on a high mountain pass in north-
ern India. Kipling writes that for Bhagat, “All things were one 
big Miracle,” and he adds, “when a man knows that much, he 
knows something to go upon.”

While Kipling’s story is a work of fiction, a book I wrote 
about an unusual sequence of events that unfolded upon the 
death of a close friend is not. A similar theme, however, propels 
both narratives: the decision to abandon a life of relative com-
fort in search of higher truths. In my case, walking away from 
a successful career in marketing communications, along with a 
commensurate salary, necessitated some serious soul-searching 
that never ruffled Bhagat.   

Bhagat was a man who knew where he stood. The fact 
that he could rest serenely beside Kali—the Goddess of Time 
and Change, Order and Chaos, and the paradoxical urge to 
both Life and Death—underscores his faith. Like any good 
theory that purports to explain phenomena, Bhagat’s faith in 
miracles represents a convenient, if not entirely rational, strat-
egy. Placing all phenomena at that level of abstraction resolves 
the need for distinctions, and in one metaphysical leap answers 
many of our most enduring questions. Questions like: God or 
no God? God playing dice, or dice playing God? Randomness 
masquerading as miracles, or miracles hiding behind chance? 
Consciousness continuing beyond death, or ending with one’s 
last breath? 

I n  w r it i ng  Bava’s 
Gift: Awakening to the 
Impossible, I st ruggled 
w ith these quest ions , 
and at times I agonized 
over them, tossing them 
a r o u n d  a n d  a r o u n d 
like . . . a marble. In fact, 
exact ly l i ke a marble. 
The sudden appearance 
of a marble constituted 
a Eureka moment in my 
life. And while I did not 
run through the streets 
naked like Archimedes, 
shouting “I have found 
it,” I did bare my soul in 
a book—f ina l ly a l low-
ing the sense that I had 

Frank Bava (left) with author Michael 
Urheber in New York City, summer of 2002
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in probabilistic assessments, we can focus on one objective: A 
statistical calculation of the probability of 17 individuals, inde-
pendently of each other in a six-month period, encountering a 
marble. Here is the process the statistician employed, starting 
with the main questions:

1. How many marbles are there in North America? 
2. How typical is it for a single individual to find a 

marble on a given day?
3. Given a broad timeframe, how does the likelihood 

change in terms of finding a marble?
4. How do the probabilities change when we consider 

17 different individuals who encounter a marble?

1. How many marbles are there in North America?
Avid marble collectors are keen on tracing the provenance 

of marbles to particular manufacturers. This desire for authen-
ticity has helped identify the leading marble factories, the 
duration in which these factories were in operation, and their 
approximate output. Thanks to a machine invented by Akron’s 
M. F. Christensen, factories began mass-producing marbles in 
1915.1 At the peak of production, when marbles were in high-
est demand for both recreational and industrial use, factories 

death. But absolute proof, as I have come to understand, is 
a shadowy thing. Without precise calculations, experimental 
rigor, and corroboration, what may be 100% proof for me may 
be 100% puffery for someone else. 

Upon publication of my book, a woman asked me, rather 
brusquely, “Why should I believe your story?” At first I was 
shocked at the suggestion that I would breach such a funda-
mental tenet of public discourse: honesty. Then I realized how 
naïve that was. After all, it happens every day. And you would 
assume, and rightly so, that if anyone knows about puffery 
it would be a former marketing executive. I explained that 
I changed a few names in the interest of privacy, but all the 
people in the book are real, and their marble finds verifiable. 
Finally, I said in response, though I’m not sure it appeased her, 
“Isn’t truth stranger than fiction?”—and I followed that by 
admitting my presenting such a fiction as truth would require 
feats of imagination I do not possess. 

There is a second admission I would like to make. In as 
much as I believed my own conclusion, there were moments 
when I lacked the complete certainty of Kipling’s Bhagat. And 
I wondered at such times if there was a way of resolving any 
vestige of doubt? That was when I realized the factual truths 
relating solely to the marble discoveries set up a logical problem 
that lends itself to statistical analysis.

Could such an analysis resolve lingering doubts? Perhaps 
I was simply misguided, a victim of my own folk psychology—
an expression cognitive psychologists use to describe an indi-
vidual’s personal set of limiting beliefs. Aren’t we all biased in 
certain respects? Perhaps the events I describe are not really so 
improbable, and hence the notion that they point to an extraor-
dinary, or supernatural cause, absurd. I enlisted a Professor 
of Statistics at New York University, Rhonda Drake, to help 
answer these questions. Having gained some notoriety for sta-
tistically debunking the IRS’s claim during a Congressional 
investigation in September of 2014 that seven of their comput-
ers crashed in a short time span, Professor Drake generously 
obliged.

Let us proceed by examining the factual details of the 
story. 

Over the course of six months, 17 people find marbles 
or small round stones. In each case, the finders are surprised 
at their sudden appearance—which often comes at a trying 
moment in their lives, such as when they are grieving, or facing 
other life challenges: a health crisis, for example, or financial 
difficulty. Some marbles appear on doorsteps, or are unearthed 
while gardening. Some are found on newly cleaned rugs, or 
resting on an adjacent seat in a public place. Many seem to 
attract notice by rolling across someone’s path. Indeed, what 
distinguishes these events, as I mentioned, is not simply that 
people are finding marbles; it is the feeling that the marbles are 
finding them, and in so doing, deliver a “message” that reso-
nates individually. It all represents the kind of synchronistic 
display that sends skeptics into a rage. But the ongoing cascade 
of marble finds among my friends — and friends of friends (and 
thus strangers to both me and Frank) — could not be denied. 
Each new marble discovery chipped away at my own skepticism.

Removing qualitative impressions, since they have no place 
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any? In assigning, on the low end, a value of 5 times a year 
when an average person might handle a marble, and on the 
high end, 25 times a year, we feel we have again made a rea-
sonable assumption. 

Comparing the relative frequency of handling a penny: 
5/1460 = 0.003425
25/1460 = 0.0171
Applying these numbers to what we have determined to 

be the average number of pennies found on a given day will 
provide the average of finding a marble on any given day (lower 
and upper bound). 

The lower bound = 0.003425 x 0.789 = 0.002702
The upper bound = 0.0171 x 0.789 = 0.013511

3. Given a broad time period, how does the likelihood 
change in terms of finding a marble?

We can calculate the probability of the occurrence of the 
event of a single marble find within a fixed internal of time, 
using what’s known as the Poisson distribution.4 Once the 
average number—known as Lambda (λ), the mean number 
of occurrences of the event—is established for a fixed inter-
val, the probability distribution will give us the answer for any 
extended period. In this instance, Lambda may be determined 
by multiplying 183 (the number of days in six months) by the 
average of finding a marble on a single day (based on our com-
parison to finding a penny). The Lambda employed is:

For the lower bound is 183 x 0.002702 = 0.4945
For the upper bound 183 x 0.013511 = 2.47
Based on our assumptions, and using the above as our 

Lambda, the average number of marble finds in six months is 
0.4945. If we base this, say, on our initial assumption that a 
typical individual might handle a marble as much as 25 times 
a year, the average number of finds in six months would be 
2.47. Most people’s exposure to marbles, however, is more lim-
ited. This was the reality of the marble finders in Bava’s Gift. 
Because the upper bound Lambda overstates the expected 
value, we will remove this scenario from further consideration.

Utilizing the Poisson probability function, and a Lambda 
of 0.4945, the probability of one or more finds in a six month 
period by a typical individual is 0.3901.

4. How do the probabilities change when we consider 17 
different individuals who encounter a marble?

Performing this calculation, we are arguably placing a con-
troversial stake in the ground; we are making the assumption 
of “independence.” Independence implies that a marble find 
by one individual did not influence the likelihood of another 
individual finding a marble. As news of Frank’s story spread, 
there were instances where it could be argued that a heightened 
sense of awareness with respect to the appearance of a marble 
could contribute to its recognition—but not to the actual fact 
of its presence.

Are we splitting hairs? Quantum theory proves that the 
very act of recognition (i.e. measuring) can constitute a cause. 
Is that what is operating in Bava’s Gift—quantum phenomena 
manifesting at macro-levels? Let us not venture into deeper 
waters. Our point is that spotting a peripatetic marble is not a 

utilizing Christensen’s technology could produce a million 
marbles a day—enough to fill railroad cars. 

With these clues we can estimate the number of marbles 
manufactured via modern mass production techniques from 
the early twentieth century until the present. We place that 
number at: 138,750,000,000.  

To put this figure into context, based on the United States 
Census clock, the U.S. population is currently 320 million.2 

That translates into 433 marbles for each person in the United 
States.  

2. How typical is it for a single individual to encounter a 
marble on any given day?

There are no actual statistics available on how frequently 
an average person might handle (or play with) a marble. But 
there are relevant comparisons that will allow us to make some 
assumptions. For example, consider pennies.  

Pennies turn out to be nearly as ubiquitous as marbles. 
The U.S. Mint estimates that approximately 140 billion pen-
nies are in circulation, although some estimate the number to 
be as high as 200 billion. Compared to marbles, however, pen-
nies enjoy the distinction of being recognized as legal currency, 
and are therefore widely and frequently circulated—making the 
chance encounter of a penny, compared to a marble, far more 
likely. More explicitly, it is logical to assume the frequency of 
handling a penny has a direct relationship with the number of 
times someone might find an errant penny, by nature of the 
fact that more transactions present more opportunities for pen-
nies to get loose.  

By calculating the chance encounter of a penny, we can 
make some fair assumptions in order to estimate a lower bound 
and upper bound range associated with finding a marble. For 
this calculation, Donna Freedman—a blogger for Get Rich 
Slowly3—provides some useful information. Freedman, it turns 
out, is someone who actively looks for coins as she goes about 
her life. And, she documents her finds. She noted in her blog 
that in 2011 she found 288 pennies. While not everyone goes 
around looking for coins (or marbles, for that matter), if we 
assume this is a typical year, it translates into the average num-
ber of penny finds on an average day, or 0.789 pennies (288 
divided by 365). 

What remains is for us to bridge this average to finding 
marbles. Again, lacking actual statistical data, we can make 
some assumptions around how many times an average person 
might handle money in the course of a day. We will posit as 
reasonable an average of four times per day. So our estimated 
figure for the annual number of times money is handled by an 
average person is: 1,460.

But how often do people actually handle marbles? That’s 
the unknown variable that we have to account for at this stage 
of our analysis. How can we choose an approach that bounds 
that frequency to enable our ultimate calculation? Again, mar-
bles are not currency. They are mostly associated with chil-
dren’s games. They are small, round, and can easily become 
loose, escaping into a hidden spot, remaining there until, say, 
a good spring-cleaning reveals them. You might want to ask 
yourself how many marbles you typically handle in a year, if 
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us to not rely on visible objects for our calculations in such 
cases, but to count beyond the number of “apples or marbles” 
(emphasis added) with the confidence that we are working with 
“indubitable principles.” For Troward, that indubitable princi-
ple is the Creative Spirit, which flows through us and through 
life and needs no statistical validation.  

Consciousness has a looping or recursive nature. In every 
part of the world that we examine, there is inherently some-
thing of ourselves. From groundbreaking studies undertaken 
by organizations like PEAR,7 we know consciousness has a 
measurable effect on the environment. Could the collective 
nature of consciousness itself account for the appearance of the 
marbles? I believe it may be a contributing factor but not the 
primary cause. For me, Frank retains that honor. 

Statistical analysis cannot directly support my contention. 
It can only confirm that there is something interesting going 
on—which may be enough to turn a few skeptics into believers. 
Or it may have to wait until they find a marble, too. 

NOTES
1. At joemarbles.com: http://tinyurl.com/q4slxat 
2. http://www.census.gov/popclock/
3. ht tp://w w w.get r ichslowly.org/blog/2011/11/10/

why-i-still-pick-up-pennies/
4. As a discrete probability distribution, the Poisson provides the 

probability of {0,1,2…}. So the probability computed was one 
or more marbles found by an individual, i.e. not zero.

5. The Matter of Chance, D.H. Mellor, Cambridge University 
Press, 1971

6. The Edinburgh & Dore Lectures on Mental Science, Thomas 
Troward, first pub.1904, DeVorss & Company reprint

7. PEA R , Pr inceton Engineer ing A nomal ies Resea rch,  
http://www.princeton.edu/~pear/
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common event at the individual level, even when someone may 
be on the lookout for one.

Arriving at our final calculation, the probability of 17 indi-
viduals each finding at least one marble in a six month period 
is (0.3901)17 = 0.00000011232

In other words, there is a 1 in 8.9 million chance that 17 
different people would find marbles in a six-month period. Not 
impossible, but extremely unlikely. And therefore, from the 
standpoint of probability, it is reasonable to attribute a cause 
other than chance.

How do 17 people finding marbles in six months stack up 
against other statistical benchmarks? You have, for example, 
a 1 in 10,000 chance of being struck by lighting. And if your 
dream is to win Powerball by buying one lottery ticket, you 
have a 1 in 175,000,000 chance of wining. To the question 
of the likelihood of 17 people finding a marble in six months, 
we can assign a P-Value (1 minus the level of confidence) as 
roughly .000000001 (1 in a million), where typically alpha 
levels of from 0.1 (1 in ten) to .01 (1 in 100) are sufficient to 
show cause beyond randomness. 

Statistical analyses, in such a context as presented here, 
are fragile. For example, probabilities that are created after an 
event are almost certain to appear higher. As David Hand in 
The Probability Principle suggests, it is like “painting targets 
after the arrows have landed.” And even when propensities are 
considered before an event, “precise values of chance,” as D. H. 
Mellor emphatically claims, “are notoriously not ascribable 
even in principle.”5

So if it is questionable to look forward, or backward, using 
the tools of probability as a precise guide, where does that leave 
us? Do the facts of the story and the statistical calculation pre-
sented here amount to incontrovertible evidence of the miracu-
lous nature of consciousness—that it continues beyond death? 
And if that is correct, can we also conclude that Bhagat was 
right, that everything is One Big Miracle?

Not to minimize our efforts, I think it is fair to ask, “Is 
any counting, when it comes to spiritual matters, all that sig-
nificant?” Or does it add up to what Thomas Troward called, at 
the turn of the last century, “The mathematics of the infant?”6

Troward’s statement is more akin to Bhagat, imploring 

http://www.princeton.edu/~pear/
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The DMT Experience
My DMT project occurred at the University of New Mexico in 
Albuquerque. It was a traditional psychopharmacology dose-
response study, in which we administered various strengths of 
clinical grade DMT to a group of normal human volunteers 
with previous psychedelic drug experience. I included this last 
criterion out of concern for safety and informed consent issues, 
as well as believing that experienced volunteers would provide 
more detailed accounts of the DMT effect than naïve subjects. 
In addition to its biological and psychological effects, I wished 
to compare the DMT state to various types of spiritual experi-
ence, especially the enlightenment and near-death ones, both 
of which I had speculated might be mediated by hypothetical 
increases of endogenous DMT activity.

While everyone’s DMT experience is different, it is possible 
to present a general outline of a high dose effect. We gave the 
drug intravenously and effects began within a few heartbeats, 
peaked at two minutes, and were resolved within 30 minutes. A 
“rush” of intense acceleration and inner pressure characterized 

Between 1990–1995, I performed the first new American 
clinical research with a psychedelic drug in a generation.1 

The compound was DMT, or N,N-dimethyltryptamine, a 
substance that is made in the human body. By the end of my 
study, I was left with several unanswered questions, which I 
have since sought to answer.2

My original decision to study DMT was motivated by a 
long-standing interest in the biology of spiritual experience. My 
curiosity had been piqued by noting how similar descriptions 
were of the psychedelic drug experience and those resulting 
from Eastern meditation practices. Since DMT is an endog-
enous human psychedelic substance (synthesized primarily by 
the lungs), I wondered whether administering DMT might 
replicate features of nondrug-related spiritual experiences. If it 
did, this would point towards endogenous DMT having a role 
in those states, at least to the extent that their phenomenolo-
gies resembled each other’s.

DMT is the simplest “classical” psychedelic drug. Other 
members of this family include LSD, mescaline, and psilocybin. 
DMT is chemically related to the pineal hormone melatonin 
and the ubiquitous neurotransmitter serotonin. It also is pres-
ent in hundreds if not thousands of plants, particularly in Latin 
America, and has been found in the tissues of every mammal 
studied to date. Its presence in psychedelic Amazonian plants 
was discovered in the 1940s, its psychedelic properties in man 
in the 1950s, and its presence in mammalian/human body flu-
ids and tissues in the 1960s. DMT never attained the popular-
ity of LSD within the academic research and the recreational 
drug-using communities. However, there were many clinical 
research studies of its effects demonstrating both physical and 
psychological safety in carefully screened, supervised, and fol-
lowed-up human volunteers. The context for DMT research in 
psychiatry was that of psychosis. It was believed that if endog-
enous DMT activity were somehow inhibited, to the extent 
that endogenous DMT drove psychosis, then anti-DMT drugs 
might prove to be effective anti-psychotic agents.

1. I chronicle this project in DMT: The Spirit Molecule (Park Street 
Press, 2000).

2. These ideas are explored at length in DMT and the Soul of 
Prophecy (Park Street Press, 2014).

Rick Strassman

THEONEUROLOGY 
A New Model for Spiritual Experience 
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its confines, something it only does for essential nutrients. The 
other is that the retina expresses high levels of activity of the 
enzyme that completes the synthesis of DMT, as well as the 
gene that regulates that enzyme. These two findings suggest 
that DMT serves a fundamental role in mediating our everyday 
consciousness, especially our visual assessment of the world. 

Another unresolved question concerned the information 
contained in the DMT state. While volunteers returned with 
exquisitely detailed accounts of the DMT world, it was less 
clear what other information they received—other than its 
existence. There were not infrequently psychological insights 
but more spiritual content was significantly less frequent and 
well developed.

The reigning paradigm that relates spiritual experience to 
brain function is “neurotheology.” This model posits that the 
brain responds to certain stimuli with a reflex whose subjec-
tive correlates encompass a spectrum of characteristics called 
“spiritual.” These stimuli may include prayer, meditation, 
fasting, chanting, and the psychedelic drugs. These states are 
noteworthy for containing visions and voices, emotions of 
awe or reverence, novel insights, physical effects, and changes 
in sense of self. Neurotheology suggests that the brain is so 
configured in order to bestow evolutionary advantages to the 
individuals and/or communities who have these experiences; 
for example, increased sociability, better problem-solving, 
altruism, and so on. This is what might be called a “bottom-
up” model. The “spiritual” in “spiritual experience” is an 
overlay placed upon biochemical and electrophysiological 
changes in brain function. Neurotheology’s existential stance 
is that these brain states create the impression that one is in 
contact with the divine.

In order to enlarge the discussion regarding the interac-
tion between the brain and spirituality, I decided to turn to 
religious models to complement those offered by scientific 
ones. Religious systems over the millennia have also concerned 
themselves with methods to obtain access to, and descriptions 
of, normally invisible worlds. In addition, they have labored to 
extract meaning from these states—moral and ethical, theo-
logical, and in some cases, legal, economic, “wisdom,” scien-
tific, and aesthetic.

Theoneurology
In DMT and the Soul of Prophecy 
I present the evidence and ratio-
nale for a complementary model 
to neurotheology that builds 
on the Western religious tradi-
tion rooted in the Hebrew Bible 
(“Old Testament”). Specifically, 
I adduce its notion of “pro-
phetic experience.” I also rely 
heavily on the metaphysics and 
theology of the medieval Jewish 
philosophers to develop my new 
model for this type of spiritual 
experience—what I have called 

the initial onset of effects. The rush climaxed in the feeling that 
one’s body and mind had separated. The volunteer’s awareness 
then entered into a world of light. The rapidly morphing, buzz-
ing, kaleidoscopic display of intensely saturated, preternaturally 
bright colors then coalesced into more readily recognizable 
objects. In over half of our nearly five dozen volunteers, these 
objects took the form of “beings” who were intelligent, sen-
tient, aware of the volunteer, often expecting them, with whom 
the research subject interacted at a number of levels. This rela-
tionship might have been verbal/telepathic, visual, emotional, 
or physical. 

After completing the study, I was struck by the near-
absence of the formless content-free ego-less unitive-mystical 
states that both my research volunteers and I had expected. 
After decades of study and practice of Zen Buddhism, and 
identification with its underlying assumptions, I was surprised 
to hear reports of volunteers’ overwhelmingly interactive-rela-
tional responses to DMT. Only one volunteer had what might 
have been a classical enlightenment-type experience and per-
haps one had a classical near-death effect. Thus, the interac-
tive-relational effects of DMT were strikingly different from 
our expectations of mystical-unitive enlightenment-like ones.

Another unanswered question concerned the “reality 
bases” of volunteers’ experiences. The three models I had 
brought to bear on my study all posited the essential unreality 
of the DMT “worlds.” The Zen Buddhist model suggested that 
the visions and other effects were psychological detritus being 
shed by the mind on its way towards the goal of the formless 
enlightened state. The psychopharmacological model proposed 
that the brain was generating these experiences rather than the 
DMT worlds being external, objective, and freestanding. The 
psychoanalytic model saw the contents of the DMT effect as 
representing unconscious conflicts and drives.

However, whenever I approached the volunteers’ reports 
from the standpoint of them being “something other than” 
what they had just experienced, valuable rapport faltered. I 
decided to perform a “thought experiment” in which I took at 
face value the convictions of my subjects that what they had just 
witnessed was as real or more real than everyday reality. This 
more closely resonated with their conviction that the DMT 
effect was not a dream, hallucination, or even comparable to 
previous psychedelic drug experiences, but rather a parallel level 
of reality that the drug had somehow revealed.

After f inishing the project I turned to scientif ic mod-
els that might explain how the effects of DMT on the brain 
could modify its receiving characteristics so as to now include 
the ability to perceive previously invisible, externally objective 
planes of reality. Modern physics addresses these issues in its 
notions of dark matter and parallel universes. While these mod-
els were mechanistically useful, they did not satisfy all aspects 
of my searching for an optimal model.

Unresolved Questions
I still wondered why the brain was configured the way it was. 
In particular, I puzzled over two intriguing research findings. 
One is that the brain actively expends energy to get DMT into 
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The Hebrew Bible
Returning to my roots, I began studying the Hebrew Bible. I 
wondered if it might provide a model for the spiritual experi-
ence that both comported with the phenomenology of the 
DMT effect as well positing the external, objective nature of 
what is witnessed. Perhaps it might also provide a key to extract 
more information from the DMT state—a state that while feel-
ing pregnant with meaning did not lend itself especially well to 
yielding a verbal rendition of that meaning. After some time, the 
notion of the “prophetic state of consciousness” began to appear.

My definition of prophecy differs from simply “foretell-
ing” or “predicting” that which is now in current use. While 
predicting or foretelling may take place in the prophetic state, 
it is not necessary for how I use the term. Instead, I consider 
prophecy to be taking place in any figure of the Hebrew Bible 
who is experiencing any spiritual experience—visions, voices, 
emotional or cognitive effects, novel insights, changes in body 
sensation, and alterations in will or volition. 

Using this expanded def inition, I carefully compared 
descriptions of the prophetic experience with those provided 
by my DMT subjects using the same categories that I did for 
the DMT study. The similarities in the phenomenology of the 
two states were striking. In particular, perceptual effects were 
extraordinarily similar, but effects on all categories of mental 
function overlapped impressively.

However, another aspect of the two states emerged from 
this investigation, an interactive process that I called “related-
ness.” This attribute allowed me to hone in on the nature of 
the interactions between the experiencer and the beings in the 
prophetic or DMT world. These interactions partook of all 
the phenomenological categories that I had used to compare 
the contents of the two states: perceptual, physical, emotional, 
volitional, and cognitive. However, relatedness helped orga-
nize disparate solitary phenomena using a higher-order level 
of abstraction. For example, the single relational property of 
“healing” subsumed an aggregate of emotional, somatic, and 
perceptual effects on the volunteer. There also were relational 
effects that didn’t neatly fit into any of the other categories, 
especially concerning communication—for example, being 
more or less unimpeded—or unique types of exchange, such 
as arguing with or being guarded by a being. 

“theoneurology.” It is a “top-down” model which proposes 
that the divine communicates with humans via the agency of 
the brain. The physiological changes seen during these types 
of experiences allow that communication—from an external, 
objective, freestanding, normally invisible level of reality—to 
take place.

In developing this new model, I found it useful to define 
two types of spiritual experience—ones I previously referred 
to. The present default in the academic community is what 
I refer to as the “unitive-mystical” state, in which occurs a 
sense of merging with a content-free, a-conceptual, undif-
ferentiated source of existence. It is an ecstatic, timeless, 
space-less state where one’s sense of self is extinguished as it 
dissolves into this source. Eastern religious traditions—spe-
cifically those that focus on a Buddhist enlightenment-like 
state as the goal of spiritual practice—have influenced the 
choice of this particular type of effect for various reasons. 
One of these is the more or less unconscious rejection of the 
traditional Biblical religiosity that emerged from the para-
digmatic “interactive-relational” spiritual experience of the 
Hebrew Bible—prophecy. 

The interactive-relational spiritual experience is one in 
which the experiencer remains aware of her/his sense of self, 
and employs that self in interacting with the content-rich 
experience in a highly reciprocal manner. Even when adducing 
the Biblical tradition, clinical researchers emphasize the uni-
tive-mystical states sought after by later Christian and Jewish 
mystics, thus allowing them to avoid the discomfiting theo-
logical, historical, and moral-ethical content of the Hebrew 
Biblical prophetic message. Thus, in addition to providing 
a higher order level of abstraction and organizing principles 
than neurotheology, theoneurology also makes room for a 
theocentric worldview and its unique message—a message con-
veyed by means of the interactive-relational prophetic spiritual 
experience.

Alongside Buddhism, Latin American shamanism is a spir-
itual system also finding increasing popularity among those in 
the West seeking understanding and integration of their psy-
chedelic drug sessions. One of its strengths relative to my DMT 
work is the highly interactive-relational nature of the states they 
describe. This is not surprising since much of what is making 
its way into American and European culture is shamanic use of 
ayahuasca. Ayahuasca is a brew containing two plants from the 
Amazon, one of which contains DMT, the other an inhibitor 
of the enzyme that would normally destroy DMT before it is 
absorbed through the gut. The enzyme inhibitor thus allows 
DMT to be orally active, producing an effect that lasts 4-6 
hours rather than the 30–45 minutes seen with intravenous 
(or vaporized and inhaled) DMT.

The other strength of Latin American shamanism is its 
belief that the existence and contents of the DMT world are 
as real or more real than everyday reality. However, the moral-
ethical behavior of many of those administering ayahuasca, 
particularly in Latin America, is problematic. In addition, Latin 
American shamanism, and Buddhism, are ostensibly atheis-
tic, something that limits their widespread applicability to a 
Western audience.

paralos/iStock
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prophecy, such as fasting and prayer. Although there exist argu-
ments for the use of psychoactive substances such as marijuana, 
an LSD-like mold, and DMT by those experiencing prophecy 
in the Hebrew Bible, there is nearly no scriptural support for 
this. The existence of endogenous DMT (and the effects of 
DMT) suggest that endogenous elevations of its level of activ-
ity is a more likely scenario for the biological underpinnings 
of both individual and widespread Hebrew Biblical prophecy.

Practical Implications
Certain practical implications emerge from the ideas contained 
in theoneurology and its notions of the imaginative and ratio-
nal faculties, their development, and one’s relationship with 
divinity. Contemporary Western psychedelic drug users may 
have not yet found a model for understanding and integrat-
ing the spiritual aspects of their experiences. The Hebrew 
Bible’s notion of prophecy—its images, vocabulary, concepts, 
narratives, and values—are much more culturally and psycho-
logically resonant than those of Asian religious traditions or 
earth- and spirit-based shamanism and may provide an alter-
native to them.

The text could provide a key for interpreting and inter-
acting with the contents of one’s psychedelic experience that 
might otherwise be baff ling, and provide deeper access to 
the information the experience contains. For example, when 
encountering a being in the DMT state, one could engage 
with it in a more sophisticated manner. Having gained famil-
iarity with the Hebrew Bible, one might be better positioned 
to know what questions to ask, how to ask them, and what to 
make of the answers received. This would be a function of hav-
ing learned about angel-prophet interactions and the nature 
of the information available from Biblical angelic beings. This 
is an example of strengthening one’s rational faculty through 
study and education. The text may also provide a blueprint for 
a life whose goal and inspiration is prophecy in the same man-
ner as do Eastern religions relative to the enlightenment state. 
And while normative Judaism declared the “end of prophecy” 
several thousand years ago, there is nothing preventing our 
becoming as qualified as possible for it if at some point in the 
future, God decides to bestow it upon us once again.

Another suggested practical application is for those who 
already study and revere the Hebrew Bible. Judicious entry 
into a state that shares features—that is, enhanced imaginative 
activity—with the mind out of which the text emerged, the 
prophetic state, may provide greater resonance with the text 
than previously possible. Current studies using the DMT-like 
compound psilocybin with the purpose of inducing a mystical-
unitive state could be expanded to the prophetic interactive-
relational one.

I previously alluded to the resistances of educated secular 
Westerners that eschew investigating the utility of the Hebrew 
Bible for understanding spiritual phenomena, let alone for opti-
mizing the effects of psychedelic drug use. One of these relates 
to the nature of the prophetic message. This has been referred 
to as prophecy’s “embarrassing stigmata.” Besides the nature 
and function of angelic “beings,” these stigmata include the 

Applying this new metric of relatedness to the DMT and 
prophetic states began to tilt the scales significantly toward the 
prophetic experience with respect to the quality and quantity 
of effects. A more careful analysis of relatedness then provided 
a segue into comparing the information content, the mean-
ing and the message, of the two altered states. This is because 
the primary function of the relationship appeared to be the 
exchange of information.

Here, I developed categories of “message” using the pro-
phetic state as my default because of how complex and highly 
articulated the prophetic message was relative to the DMT 
one. After deciding on a manageable number of message cat-
egories, I then began to bin excerpts from my DMT notes into 
them. This analysis demonstrated an even greater qualitative 
and quantitative imbalance between the prophetic state and 
DMT effect. Nevertheless, when DMT volunteers described 
insights regarding morality and ethics, the nature and activity 
of the divinity, and other “informational” notions, they were 
generally consistent with those contained in the Hebrew Bible.

I enlisted the aid of the medieval Jewish philosophers 
and their proposed mechanisms for prophecy for a model that 
would explain the similarities and differences between the 
DMT experience and that of prophecy. These authors wrote 
between 800–1700 CE (“AD”) and include Maimonides, ibn 
Ezra, Judah Halevi, Saadiah, and Nachmanides. I found that 
their metaphysics of the functions of the “rational” and “imagi-
native” mental faculties were quite helpful. The imaginative 
faculty is what registers, remembers, and processes “physical” 
phenomena like perceptions and feelings. The rational faculty 
does the same for more abstract phenomena such as ideas. The 
content-rich and message-poor characteristics of the DMT 
experience could be explained by the substance’s preferential 
effects on the imaginative faculty relative to the rational one. 
The prophetic experience, on the other hand, would be an 
example of the equal and high levels of enhanced function of 
both of these faculties.

At a more theological level, the medievalists believe that 
in prophecy both faculties are stimulated by external Godly 
influences—a top-down model. The occurrence of prophecy is 
made more likely by being qualified through possessing a pre-
existing highly developed intellect and imagination. However, 
the ultimate arbiter of who attains the state is God. That is, one 
might be qualified but not attain prophecy.

The medieval Jewish philosophers were split regarding the 
proximate source of the message content of prophecy. Some 
believed that the information was contained in the divine 
influence or “overflow,” while others believed that the divine 
influence strengthened one’s own faculties in order to appre-
hend divine truths that are somehow already embedded in us. 
In both cases, however, the prophetic event and deciphering 
the meaning of its contents were the result of the existence and 
activities of an outside agent residing in an ongoing parallel 
level of reality.

In my new book, I speculate that increased activity of the 
DMT system could mediate between divine influence and the 
imaginative faculty. It is worth noting that the Hebrew Bible 
describes certain spiritual practices that enhanced access to 
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concomitants of my model exist outside the reach of traditional 
clinical research. However, there is no reason for not setting 
the highly verbal “prophetic” interactive-relational experience 
on equal footing with that of the mystical-unitive “enlighten-
ment” state. Psychedelic drugs render those who take them 
highly suggestible, and the preparation that subjects receive 
from the research team before drug administration often con-
sciously and unconsciously directs their expectations toward 
the unitive-mystical state. Reassessing the assumptions that 
contribute to this orientation would enlarge the discussion 
of “clinical spirituality” to incorporate interactive-relational 
experiences.  In addition, the Hebrew Bible could provide 
guidance for understanding and integrating these effects in 
the same manner as do the Eastern and Western mystical reli-
gious traditions. 
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notions of God, right and wrong, the nature of history, among 
others. It is understandable that the psychiatric research field 
treads very gingerly on such topics. 

However, there also are models for psychedelic drug use 
within a religious context designed to enhance one’s study and 
practice utilizing material found in the Hebrew Bible. Two 
Brazil-based churches with federal protection in the U.S. use 
DMT-containing ayahuasca as a sacrament. I suggest expand-
ing ayahuasca use outside of this limited setting into more tra-
ditional liturgical contexts, particularly the Jewish, employing 
the same safeguards that have been successful in establishing 
safe, responsible, and efficacious use in these other religious 
settings.

There are clinical research questions devolving from this 
model, although they also may f it as well within the neu-
rotheological one. The DMT and prophetic states share many 
phenomenological features, but not all. For example, God’s 
“glory” is much less highly articulated than the other percep-
tual and other features of prophecy and of DMT, and appears 
to be the one element of the divine encounter lending itself 
to being “merged with.” Non-DMT endogenous psychedelics 
may mediate these effects, such as 5-methoxy-DMT, a chemi-
cal relative of DMT.

In addition, if verbal communication occurs in prophecy 
via the “heard” voice, rather than one telepathically appre-
hended as in the case of DMT, other endogenous compounds 
with these properties might be involved, such as anti-cholin-
ergic agents, that more reliably induce such experiences. The 
prophetic message categories I have proposed could be statis-
tically validated in much the same way that was done to our 
phenomenological categories in the original DMT work. This 
would contribute to a deeper understanding of the nature of 
the information contained in the prophetic experience. 

Finally, theoneurology provides a basis for expanding 
the present clinical research paradigm that nearly exclusively 
emphasizes the unitive-mystical state as the goal of drug 
administration. I acknowledge that some of the theological 

“Theoneurology provides 
a basis for expanding the 
present clinical research 
paradigm that nearly 
exclusively emphasizes 
the unitive-mystical 
state as the goal of drug 
administration.”
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believed in such topics as ghosts, UFOs, 
and psychic abilit ies. It turned out 

that 68% of Americans believe in at 
least one of these topics. The sur-

vey data allowed Bader and his 
co-authors to correlate these 
beliefs with such factors as 
religious affiliation, church 
attendance, education level, 
and income. In 2011 a host 
of scholarly books were 
published dealing with reli-
gion, culture, and the para-
normal from a variety of 
disciplines. Titles included 

Mutants and Mystics: Science 
Fiction, Superhero Comics, 

and the Paranormal by Kripal; 
Haunted  G round:  Jour ne y s 

Through Paranormal America by 
Darryl Caterine; The Paranormal: 

Who Believes, Why They Believe, and Why 
it Matters by Erich Goode; and Paranormal 

Media: Audiences, Spirits and Magic in Popular 
Culture by Annette Hill. Suddenly what had been a ghet-
toized topic within religious studies was starting to seem 
more mainstream. What does this paranormal turn mean 
for religious studies and the broader study of anomalous 
phenomena?

Can Religious Studies Study the Paranormal?
Religious studies is an unusual field within academia. It is not a 
true discipline in the way that history, anthropology, sociology, 
and psychology are disciplines with their own methods and 
approaches. Religion scholars are free to incorporate any and 
all of these approaches. Some religion scholars have also begun 
to form working relationships with the hard sciences, especially 
neuroscience. Without a common method, religious studies 
is defined by its field—that is, religion scholars all purport to 
study some aspect of something called “religion.” However, 
there is no consensus as to what “religion” actually is or even 
whether it is a useful term. To understand the relationship 
between religious studies and the paranormal, it is necessary 
to understand some of the baggage that the term “religion” 
has historically carried.

For about five years now a “paranormal renais-
sance” has been quietly underway within 

religious studies. It started with Jeffrey 
Kripal’s book Authors of the Impossible: The 
Paranormal and the Sacred, published in 
2010. Kripal, a professor of religious 
studies at Rice University, wanted to 
ask some uncomfortable questions 
about his discipline. He argued that 
while religion scholars are skilled at 
studying the historical context and 
social significance of humanity’s 
relationship with the sacred, there is 
no theory of the sacred itself. While 
religion scholars read accounts of 
mystical experiences, encounters with 
gods and demons, and other inex-
plicable occurrences, in general their 
approach has been to “bracket out” these 
experiences. That is, scholars proceed to 
examine the historical and cultural effects of 
these experiences without dwelling on what is 
actually happening to the experiencers. 

The classic example of this is the so-called Miracle of the 
Sun that occurred in Fatima, Portugal, on October 13, 1917. In 
that event as many as 100,000 people reported seeing the sun 
descend from the sky, dance wildly, and finally dive-bomb the 
crowd. It was an impossible event and yet thousands of people 
saw it. Religious studies has produced volumes elucidating how 
the events at Fatima relate to larger questions of Marian piety, 
the Catholic Church’s stance on private revelation, the con-
struction of Catholic identity during the Cold War, etc. Kripal’s 
point is that this is all well and good but fails to explain what 
happened that day in Portugal. 

In Authors of the Impossible Kripal points religion scholars 
to such thinkers as Frederic W. H. Myers (1843–1901), Charles 
Fort (1874–1932), Jacques Vallée (b. 1939), and Bertrand 
Meheust (b. 1947), and suggests that these men at least tried 
to formulate a theory of anomalous experiences and that reli-
gious studies can learn from their efforts.

The same year that Kripal’s book came out, sociologists 
Christopher D. Bader, F. Carson Mencken, and Joseph D. 
Baker published Paranormal America: Ghost Encounters, UFO 
Sightings, Bigfoot Hunts, and Other Curiosities in Religion 
and Culture. Their research analyzed data from the Baylor 
Religion Survey Project that asked Americans whether they 

Joseph P. Laycock

MOVING TARGETS
Religious Studies and the Paranormal
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A final complication comes from the political pressures 
placed on the academy. America has a strong current of anti-
intellectualism that has manifested as skepticism from politi-
cians and the general public toward of the work of academ-
ics, especially in the humanities. In the United States, this 
pressure has contributed to religion scholars focusing only on 
“serious” topics. “Serious,” in this case, often means topics 
that the general public is not interested in, either because they 
seem hopelessly obscure or because they reassess subjects that 
scholars have debated for decades. The irony is that scholars 
have shied away from paranormal topics because the general 
public is interested in them. (When I did my PhD in religion 
studies, I was encouraged to choose a “very boring” topic for 
my dissertation. My advisor suggested I write on Jonathan 
Edwards—one of the most important American theologians 
of the eighteenth century and the subject of innumerable other 
books and dissertations. It was feared that anything too inter-
esting might harm my prospects on the academic job market.) 
Because of this situation, a disproportionate amount of schol-
arship in English dealing with paranormal topics comes out of 
the United Kingdom and Australia.

Fortunately, a number of factors are causing this situa-
tion to change. New journals and a host of scholarly blogs 
have created a space for religion scholars to have a serious 
conversation about paranormal topics. The work of sociolo-
gists has also done much to legitimize the study of the para-
normal. Survey data demonstrates that 
many people—probably the majority of 
people—express belief in these topics, 
and that interest in and understanding 
of the paranormal is often shaped by 
religious affiliation. This data makes 
it harder to claim that the paranor-
mal is irrelevant to understanding 

For decades now scholars have noted that “religion” is not 
something out in the world with an independent existence but 
rather a category that is employed (usually tacitly) to include 
some things (mostly beliefs and practices) while excluding oth-
ers. Historically, what gets classified as “religion” and what 
does not has been linked to colonialism and other issues of 
power and hegemony. White liberal Protestantism has always 
counted as “religion.” The great world traditions—Judaism, 
Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and others—have also been 
counted as “religions” provided that they can present their core 
values and ideas as being similar to those of Protestantism. But 
beliefs and practices that clashed with the assumptions of the 
Protestant establishment were often banished from the cat-
egory of “religion” and instead labeled as superstition, magic, 
cults, hysteria, or brainwashing. This situation amounted to 
what Leonard Primiano in 1995 called a “two-tier model” 
of religion. The assumptions of this model were usually never 
stated explicitly, which made them difficult to challenge. In a 
seminal essay on the history of religious studies published in 
2005, Robert Orsi elaborates:

Proponents of the academic study of religion claimed 
a place in university culture by asserting that the study 
of “religion”—meaning the denominationally neutral 
version of Christianity recast as an ethical system—
was good and even necessary for American democ-
racy. Outside the walls of the academy, the winds 
of religious “madness” howled (in the view of those 
inside)—fire-baptized people, ghost dancers, frenzied 
preachers and gullible masses, Mormons and Roman 
Catholics. “Religion” as it took shape in the academy 
was explicitly imagined in relation to these others and 
as a prophylactic against them.

So while such phenomena as prophecy, near-death experi-
ences, or encounters with ghosts seem to logically fall within 
the field of religious studies, these topics fell victim to the two-
tier model of religion and were generally ignored.

A further def initional problem comes from the term 
“paranormal” itself. Like “religion,” the “paranormal” is not 
something out there in the world but an ill-defined category. 
Bader et al. found that that ordinary people (not just religion 
scholars) generally make a distinction between the paranor-
mal and religion. For example, most large bookstores have a 
section for “religion” books and an adjacent section called 
either “New Age” or “metaphysics.” The bookstore does not 
have a critical theory of how religion differs from metaphys-
ics, but the arrangement ref lects customers’ expectations 
about how topics like UFOs and psychics relate to religion. 
In fact, Bader et al. define the paranormal as a category of 
“dually rejected” topics that have been dismissed by both 
mainstream religion and mainstream science. So the para-
normal is defined by what it is not. This suggests that both 
religion and the paranormal are “moving targets”: They are 
changing, socially constructed categories that are relative to 
each other, and what is “paranormal” today may be popularly 
dubbed “religion” tomorrow. ayzek/istock
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networks have responded with an endless barrage of schlocky 
reality shows. If Kripal and scholars like him continue to raise 
serious questions about the paranormal, can this popular inter-
est be parlayed into a higher level of public discourse and a 
newfound appreciation for the work of religion scholars? Or 
will discussion of the paranormal only be used to fuel anti-
intellectualism and the canard that academics are dissociated 
from reality?
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contemporary religious worldviews. Finally, controversial 
scholars like Jeffrey Kripal have expanded the limits of what 
can be discussed. Speaking with me, Kripal has expressed that 
the purpose of tenure is to give scholars the freedom to raise 
unpopular questions and advocate innovative research. The 
fact that the University of Chicago Press has published Kripal’s 
books suggests that the paranormal might never again be so 
verboten within religious studies.

What can religious studies say about the 
paranormal?
While some religion scholars have formed bridges with neuro-
science, religious studies is generally focused on studying cul-
ture rather than nature. It seems unlikely to me that religious 
studies will ever arrive at a satisfactory explanation of what 
happened in Fatima, Portugal, in 1917. (And if those events 
could be explained, they would arguably no longer qualify as 
paranormal phenomena.) However, there are some things that 
religious studies does well that may be of value for future dis-
cussion of the paranormal.

First, religious studies is very skilled at forming com-
parisons. While this may seem unimportant, the study of the 
paranormal is primarily concerned with comparing anoma-
lous experiences, stories, and beliefs and searching for factors 
they have in common. Often these comparisons involve look-
ing across cultures and even between diverse genres such as 
history and mythology.  Some of the comparisons are better 
constructed than others. For example, writers such as John 
Keel, Jacque Vallée, and Erich von Daniken all attempted to 
explain the UFO phenomenon by comparing accounts of UFO 
encounters with stories from folklore and mythology. Like 
these writers, religious studies reserves the right to compare 
anything with anything else. The endless debate over what the 
category of “religion” means has caused religion scholars to 
become increasingly meticulous in how they set up compari-
sons and what conclusions can reasonably be drawn from them. 
This means that religious studies is in a unique place to set up 
critical comparisons of paranormal beliefs and experiences 

Second, decades of effort to extricate religious studies from 
its hidden theological and colonial commitments has made 
religion scholars adept at detecting hegemony. In other words, 
religion scholars are good at asking why some ideas are taken 
seriously and others are dismissed as nonsense. It should be 
obvious why this skill is necessary for any serious study of the 
paranormal. Long before Leonard Primiano or Robert Orsi 
began to challenge the two-tier model of religion, Charles 
Fort wrote that human beings are trapped between the “Two 
Dominants” of religion and science. Religious studies can 
inform these types of claims by making nuanced analyses of 
how the “Dominants” shape discourse. Furthermore, religion 
scholars can do so without resorting to the sorts of conspiracy 
theories that often arise in the discussion of paranormal topics.

We seem to be at a cultural turning point in our public 
conversation about the paranormal. The general public has 
made their interest in these topics clear.  While the intellectual 
class has largely shied away from the paranormal, the cable 
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would be very difficult to do as some form of trick. However, 
Sai Baba refused to take part in any experiments, and no other 
parapsychologists from the West attempted to work experi-
mentally with Sai Baba, so no definitive study was ever done.

In 1976, when Sai Baba was 47 years old, extremely 
famous, and no longer performing some of his most impres-
sive miracles, an Indian committee was set up by Bangalore 
University to perform an investigation. They wrote several 
times to Sai Baba requesting an interview, but received no 
reply. When they went to visit the ashram, having given prior 
notification of their visit, they were not permitted to enter. And 
thus ended the only formal investigation. Their controversial 
report, which was published in the Times of India in 1976, 
generated about 1,000 letters from across the continent, which 
Haraldsson was never able to examine despite several attempts 
to get access to them.

Sathya Sai Baba was born Ratnakaram Sathyanarayana 
Raju into a low-caste family in 1929 in a remote village 

some 200 miles from Bangalore in South India. Like most 
villagers at that time, he had only a rudimentary education 
and left school after a personal crisis in 1943, when he was 
14 years old. This crisis was ostensibly caused by a bite from a 
scorpion, which left him unconscious for several hours, and is 
typical of a shamanic crisis experience. When he recovered he 
was no longer an ordinary village boy, but claimed to be the 
reincarnation of a previous south Indian saint known as Shirdi 
Sai Baba. Hence his name of Sathya Sai Baba. He would fre-
quently fall into trance during the next two decades, so often 
that he was taken to see a doctor. Some people might see this 
as a form of possession, especially since those close to him 
often described him as two very different people—the par-
tially educated village boy who was “very human,” and the 
divine saint who could do miracles with a flick of his wrist. 
It took decades for the local villagers to accept Sai Baba as a 
guru.

His most impressive miracles occurred during the decade 
or so after this transformation, while he was still young and 
playful. After the crowds started to amass during his 30s he still 
performed miracles, but they were his common garden-variety 
manifestations, of which there must have been an estimated 
500,000 over his lifetime. He died at age 81, so for 67 years 
he manifested things on average 20 times a day. 

Erlendur Haraldsson, who was a professor of psychology 
at the University of Iceland when this book was first published 
in 1987, conducted extensive interviews with people who were 
devotees of and close to Sai Baba during the 1940s and 1950s, 
when his miracles were most prominent. He also checked with 
various local goldsmiths in an attempt to find whether or not 
any of them had made any items for Sai Baba, and found no 
one who would admit to doing such a thing. If anyone had 
personally created all these objects, they would be strikingly 
wealthy by now! 

Haraldsson visited Sai Baba several times, the first in 1975 
with the late Karlis Osis. They had a personal interview with 
Sai Baba in which he manifested a ring for Osis and a double 
rudraksha (special sort of holy nut) for Haraldsson. Neither 
Osis nor Haraldsson detected any signs of fraud (though 
neither are skilled magicians). This was the case whenever 
Haraldsson visited. On a second occasion when they visited, 
the enamel picture of Sai Baba within Karlis Osis’ ring disap-
peared as a result of their skeptical questioning of Sai Baba. 
Haraldsson mentions this a few times as he considers that this 
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involved several people and which has been carefully tabulated 
with regard to what was seen and heard by whom. The most 
often-reported instance of disappearing and then reappearing 
at another place was when he was walking with people to the 
river, and he would disappear from their midst only to reap-
pear a few seconds later on a nearby hill. On a few occasions in 
the 1940s he did this and then manifested as a strong blinding 
light on that hill. 

There are two accounts of interviews with people who are 
no longer devotees, and once again there are many reports of 
miracles. Their reasons for no longer following Sai Baba were 
personal ones, rather than fraud. Haraldsson also mentions the 
time when Sai Baba was televised manifesting a gold necklace 
while at a presentation. This produced quite a stir in India, 
with newspapers claiming that Sai Baba had been found to 
cheat. Haraldsson examined the tape and did not find any evi-
dence of fraud, but the quality of the tape is such that no final 
verdict can be given. 

These interviews go on and on, reporting these phe-
nomena again and again. Reading all the different interviews 
becomes rather repetitive because it’s just one manifestation 
after another. Sometimes the reports are of the same occa-
sions but reported by different people at that location, so there 
are different viewpoints of what occurred. Some of these are 
high-status people, e.g., a raja or university scientist, whom 
Haraldsson obviously considers will engender a higher degree 
of trust in the accuracy of their report. There is one inter-
viewee who kept a diary at the time and permitted Haraldsson 
to use the information recorded at the time of the occurrence. 
Most of the memories essentially corroborated each other, but 
there were several minor discrepancies, as one would expect 
from memories that were 20 or more years old at the time that 
Haraldsson and his colleagues collected them. 

After recounting all the interviews, Haraldsson reports 
on a questionnaire he gave to 29 people in 1983. Haraldsson 
then condenses the reports of the manifestations and other 

As he was unable to do any experiments, Haraldsson 
decided to interview as many people who were close to Sai 
Baba as he could. Michael Thalbourne and Joop Hootkooper 
were the colleagues who assisted Haraldsson in obtaining these 
interviews. During the 1940s to 1950s there were about 200 
to 300 devotees. Haraldsson states that he interviewed “a large 
number” of people who had been devotees of Sai Baba at this 
time, and presents interviews from more than a dozen of these 
people: a scientist at the Bangalore Institute of Science, the 
sister of Dr. C. T. K. Chari, a pharmaceutical manufacturer, a 
building entrepreneur, a local Raja and his brother, two classi-
cal singers, a Westerner (the son of the famous artist Nicholas 
Roerich), and the wife, sons, and daughter of a businessman. 
These sons were teenage boys at the time who lived and slept in 
the same room as Sai Baba, dressing him and being with him 
most of the day. They report that at no time did they see him 
doing anything fraudulent. 

They also report a bewildering array of miracles. And 
“miracle” is the appropriate word for the things that he did. 
Haraldsson likens them to the miracles of Jesus Christ and 
more recent Christian saints. The manifestations reported by 
most of the above interviewees ranged from the most com-
mon, vihhuti, which is ash from sacred fires and incense, all 
the way to the feeding of large numbers of people from pots 
that were known to be washed, clean, and empty. Along the 
way we have him picking leaves off a tree and giving the person 
a fruit they had requested, often fruit that was out of season, 
or telling someone to go and pick some fruit from a nearby 
(non-fruit bearing) tree; rings, amulets, lockets, and necklaces 
manifested with a flick of the wrist; gold statues of various sizes 
were pulled out of the sand by the nearby river; the creation of 
a sheet of stamps with his face on them occurred; rain stopped 
in a specific area; various scents occurred; clairvoyance, precog-
nition, and telepathy were expressed; things disappeared; water 
turned into petrol; his weight altered; he appeared at distant 
places; his robe changed color; vihhuti appeared from his fore-
head, mouth, or feet; sacred objects appeared from his mouth; 
and so on and on and on, for every day of his life. 

Less common but still fairly frequent were healings, such 
as a purported tonsillectomy (though the tonsils were not actu-
ally removed), none of which were properly documented or ver-
ified by doctors or hospitals. Haraldsson’s one attempt at veri-
fication with doctors and a hospital resulted in a very different 
story from that reported by the devotee. And there were many 
reported cases in which healing did not happen even though 
Sai Baba had promised it, and times when he refused to help. 

Also reported were distant phenomena, most commonly 
that of vihhuti appearing on photographs of Sai Baba that 
people had in their houses or shrine rooms around the world. 
For some people, this vihhuti appeared constantly over a num-
ber of years. Other distant phenomena were when Sai Baba 
appeared to know what had happened to a person, either in 
life or in a dream. There were some phenomena about which 
Sai Baba seemed to have knowledge and others, such as vih-
huti appearing on photographs, about which he knew noth-
ing. There are also a few reports of him appearing to people 
in a distant place many hundreds of miles away, one of which 

Radiosai
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is humble, does not show 
off, lives an intensely spiri-
tual life, spending most of 
the time in one sort of prac-
tice or another, and who has 
noticeably attained some 
level of compassion and 
wisdom. While Haraldsson 
does brief ly mention Sai 
Baba’s spiritual teachings 
and simple lifestyle, these 
are not the things that most 
people associate with him 
or that stand out as being 
the most important aspects 
of his life. His teachings, 
according to Haraldsson, 
were basica l ly “love a l l, 
serve all,” which are good 
teachings, but relat ively 
unremarkable. And while 
he lived the traditional life 
of a holy man, as a village 
boy he did rather well for 
himself, being fed, clothed, 
housed, driven around, and 
in fact having every aspect 
of his personal life looked 
after by his devotees, who 
were essentially his servants. 

Mos t  o f  t he  mate -
ria l Haraldsson presents 
is probably beyond most 
Westerners’ boggle-thresh-
old, which makes an evalu-
ation of it rather tricky. Haraldsson, in his summing-up, clearly 
considers that the vast majority of the reported materializa-
tions for which Sai Baba is most famed are probably genuine. 
However, he met the man and the interviewees, and therefore 
probably has greater trust in what they have to say than will 
the reader who has not met Sai Baba or the interviewees, and 
maybe has never been to India and so has no idea of the norms 
of belief within that culture. While I have a measure of sympa-
thy with Haraldsson’s conclusions, I suspect that most Western 
academics would not. 

All in all, this book is a classic, a unique documentation 
of an Indian Miracle worker from the viewpoint of a Western 
academic. This is a quality book about Sai Baba, who, whether 
you consider his miracles to be real or not, was a truly remark-
able man.

SERENA RONEY-DOUGAL is one of the few people in Britain to have 
obtained a PhD for a parapsychological thesis, exploring the relationship 
between subliminal perception and psychic awareness. She has had 
over 40 years of study and experience in scientific, magical, and spiri-
tual explorations of the psyche, and has lectured and taught courses, 
seminars and workshops in America, Britain, Europe, Japan, and India.

miracles, such as the fact that of all the people who had seen 
vibhuti produced more than 50 times, 25 of them saw mani-
festations of lockets and sweets more than 50 times, half the 
people reported seeing Baba change an object such as a leaf into 
something else, etc.

Haraldsson finally considers some of the theories that 
have been put forward to try and explain some of the lesser 
miracles, such as the production of vibhuti by palming pel-
lets of ash, manifesting objects that were hidden in his hair, 
secret pockets in his robe, and the use of accomplices, and 
finds that none of them can explain all that has been wit-
nessed and reported. 

All in all it is a remarkable account of a modern saint who 
purportedly had miraculous powers similar to those reported of 
Jesus Christ, and of the same order as those reported of some 
more recent Christian saints. It is therefore a real shame that 
Sai Baba would not assist in experimental procedures, as that 
might have given the world some phenomenal information con-
cerning the further reaches of human experience and abilities. 
However, having done research myself in India, I am aware that 
many people there consider science to be a force that denigrates 
spirituality, and Sai Baba considered his miracles to be merely 
in the service of the spiritual message of “love all, serve all,” 
and he performed his miracles in order to show people that 
there is more to this world than our normal lives. 

Because many of Haraldsson’s interviewees commented 
on the lack of any report of Sai Baba’s spiritual message in 
the earlier edition of the book, Haraldsson has included some 
information on Sai Baba’s teachings, and in particular has men-
tioned the good works that Sai Baba did as a result of the many 
donations he has received. Four colleges giving education up to 
the Ph.D. level to 2,000 students have been founded, and four 
hospitals have been built with the money, so that students and 
patients can receive free education and medical treatment. A 
huge water supply system has been built to provide clean water 
to 740 villages in the local area. This is very much in the tra-
dition of a spiritual teacher who continues to live a simple life 
devoting all his time to good works, looking after and giving 
interviews to his devotees. All money received is usually spent 
on others. 

There is insufficient information about his teachings for 
me to say at what level he taught, but the interviewees seemed 
perfectly satisfied with his level of wisdom and particularly with 
his gift of singing sacred songs. Therefore, in this respect, as 
a spiritual leader Sai Baba acted in a normal manner. The only 
unusual aspect was his ability to do miracles. This was frowned 
upon by other spiritual teachers in India at the time because 
it is considered damaging to your ego if you do such things 
unnecessarily. There are also reports of Sai Baba behaving in a 
manner that was abusive to others—definitely not the behavior 
of a true spiritual leader. He was an inconsistent person; some-
times the village boy and sometimes semi-divine. 

Sai Baba is a controversial figure and Haraldsson is to be 
commended for taking so much time and trouble to get some 
measure of assessment of his miracles. Many people in India did 
not consider him a guru (teacher), but rather a fakir (Miracle 
man). This is not considered to be as holy. A saint is one who 

“It is a real 
shame that Sai 
Baba would 
not assist in 
experimental 
procedures, 
as that might 
have given the 
world some 
phenomenal 
information 
concerning the 
further reaches 
of human 
experience and 
abilities.”



18 / EDGESCIENCE #21 • MARCH 2015

I see nothing inadmissible in the supposition that in 
hysterical and hypnotized persons the stimulation 
of certain centres, which become powerful owing to 
the paralyzing of all the others, and thus give rise to 
a transposition and transmission of psychical forces, 
may also result in a transformation into luminous 
or motor force. In this way we can understand how 
the force, which I will call cortical or cerebral, of a 
medium can, for example, raise a table from the floor, 
pluck someone by the beard, strike him or caress 
him—very frequent phenomena in these séances. 

After all, he noted, didn’t a magnet give rise to an invis-
ible force that could deflect a compass needle? Develop the 
right instrument, and scientists could establish the reality of 
this occult force. The existence of the X-ray wasn’t detected 
until science came up with photography and the vacuum tube. 

Bottazzi was confident he had the tools. He assembled a 
team, test instruments, and recording devices, eager to start. 
In his 1909 report entitled “Fenomeni Medianici,”1 Bottazzi’s 
excitement is palpable:

1. Mediumistic Phenomena by Filippo Bottazzi (ICRL Press 
2011), translated by Irmeli Routti and SSE member Dr. 
Antonio Giuditta, a friend of Bottazzi’s grandson.

On April 17, 1907, in a small physiology laboratory at 
the Royal University of Naples, Italy, Professor Filippo 

Bottazzi tackled Signora Eusapia Palladino with the full tool-
kit of Victorian technology.  

The aging, temperamental, Italian medium, world-famous 
for her reported table levitations and spirit raps, had agreed to 
be tested once again. For fifteen years, curious scientists and 
academics from a dozen countries across Europe had con-
ducted sittings with her—and had come away bitterly divided. 
Some quickly concluded she was simply a clever fraud; others 
stubbornly argued that some of her psychokinetic feats were 
undoubtedly genuine. Bottazzi decided that simple human 
observation would never settle the squabble. But technology 
could. He would use a mechanical testing apparatus connected 
to a mechanical recording device. 

Victorian entrepreneurs and engineers were inventing, 
patenting, and producing mechanical wonders at a feverish 
pace—locomotives, steamships, sewing machines, typewriters, 
vacuum cleaners. They were also constantly improving scientific 
instruments and devices such as microscopes, barometers, still 
cameras, and movie cameras that could be deployed to detect, 
record, and measure force and energy.

Bottazzi discounted the spirit hypothesis, like many nine-
teenth century scientists intellectually brave enough to inves-
tigate Spiritualist claims. If furniture was truly being floated 
into the air, they reasoned, the discarnate dead weren’t doing 
it. The medium herself must be doing it by generating some 
natural but as yet undiscovered force or energy. 

Palladino’s champion and mentor, Dr. Cesare Lombroso, 
took a stab at a hypothesis: 
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telegraphy; French physiologist and future Nobel Prize winner 
Charles Richet; French physicist and future double-Nobel Prize 
winner Marie Curie, discoverer of both polonium and radium; 
and, across the pond in America, newly retired Harvard 
Professor William James, physician, philosopher, and “father 
of American psychology.” 

During his eight sessions with Palladino, Bottazzi trotted 
out a cabinet-full of Victorian scientific recording instruments, 
including a Straub-Heder electric kymograph (a revolving 
drum wrapped with a sheet of paper on which a stylus moves 
back and forth, recording data); a Francois-Frank mercury 
manometer (a tube filled with liquid mercury, used to measure 
pressure); and a Marey tambour (a graphical recording device 
usually used to study the mechanics and hydraulics of the cir-
culatory system). 

Before each sitting, he faithfully logged the temperature 
and barometric reading, in case weather affected the medium’s 
performance or the elusive force or energy itself. After each 
sitting, he asked Palladino to pee in a cup and chemically ana-
lyzed her urine, looking for other clues. During the sitting, 
he challenged Palladino to psychokinetically affect a suite of 
mechanical instruments connected to recording devices that 
could preserve a permanent record of any success. Could she 
use her psychic powers to tap a telegraph key? Depress the bal-
ance plate of a letter scale? Interfere with the oscillation of the 
Zimmermann electric metronome? Raise a float on the mercury 
manometer? Discharge the gold leaf electroscope? 

In multiple instances, she could and she did, producing 
permanent, physical evidence (photographically reproduced in 
Mediumistic Phenomena) which was largely ignored by the sci-
entific community, then as now. During the sittings Palladino 
also produced an astonishing array of baffling materializations, 
lights, levitations, raps, and touches. As Bottazzi wryly noted, 
“After attending a session with Palladino, you do not sleep at 
night.” 

For Bottazzi, the recordings “eliminated the slightest trace 
of suspicion or uncertainty relative to the genuineness of the 
phenomena. We have obtained the same kind of assurance as 
that which we have concerning physical, chemical or physiolog-
ical phenomena.” Unfortunately, the celebrated Italian scientist 
held a naïve faith in the ability of his instruments—and the tan-
gible, physical recordings they produced—to change minds. A 
dozen, stunning squiggles traced on a revolving cylinder didn’t 
end the debate, which still rages a century later.

The physical evidence still sits there, begging an answer.

MICHAEL SCHMICKER is a journalist 
and the author of The Witch of Napoli, 
a just-published historical fiction novel 
inspired by the life of Eusapia Palladino.

We need to record everything graphically and pho-
tographically . . . all what may be recordable . . . Will 
she [Palladino] be able to af fect photographic 
plates? . . . Will she light up a screen of barium plati-
num-cyanide? . . . Will she discharge a golden leaf elec-
troscope without touching it? 

You can imagine him urging on his team—Andiamo! 
Andiamo! 

On the sidelines, a small but prominent group of scientific 
giants likely followed his experiments with keen interest that 
spring. Each entertained the possibility that something other 
than fraud might be involved in all this Spiritualist brouhaha. 
The truth-seekers included physicist Sir William Crookes, who 
pioneered the vacuum tube and discovered the element thal-
lium; physicist Sir Oliver Lodge, who helped develop wireless 

Straub-Heder electric kymograph

Francois-Frank mercury manometer
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