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An Invocation

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, Eternal Mother of every living thing,
you breathe life into every leaf and every body.
Bless the hands that plant and the hands that heal.
Bless the garden, the cup, and the smoke that rises before you.
Bless every reader who opens this book,
and lead your children home.
Amen.



The Calling

Healing has always been holy work. In the Buddhist world the sick were tended in monasteries, herbs grew in temple gardens, and the monk and the physician were often one person. Plants that eased the body were received as gifts. The best of them were offered at the altar.

The White Lotus Society grew from that world, and our church carries it on. We receive plants as medicine and as sacrament. The two were never separate.

This book tells that story from the beginning. It begins on a mountain in the year 402, walks with the Great Physician through the monastery gardens of Asia, follows the sacred plants along the Silk Road, and arrives at the church of the White Lotus today. Every chapter rests on the record of the ancient world. Every chapter points to one truth: the garden is an altar, the cup is a sacrament, and healing is worship.

Read it slowly. Read it with a cup of tea if you like, in a garden if you can. Let the old gardens of the world speak to you. They have been waiting a long time.


PART ONE
Where the Lotus Grew
*



Chapter 1
Healing Is Holy Work

Before there were hospitals there were gardens. Before there were clinics there were temples, and the temple kept the herbs. The sick came to the gate, and the monk who met them was often the village physician as well as the village priest.

This is the world the White Lotus Society came from. Care for the sick was never a side duty in that world. It was devotion. The hand that bound a wound and the hand that lit incense belonged to the same body, and the same heart moved both.

We stand in that line. Our church heals because the tradition heals. We garden because the tradition gardens. We pray because every herb that lifts a burden is a gift, and a gift calls for thanks.


Chapter 2
The Mountain in the Year 402

The first White Lotus Society gathered on Mount Lu in the year 402. The monk Huiyuan led it. He and his companions vowed before an image of Amitabha to be born in the Pure Land.

Look closely at who stood on that mountain. Monks stood there, and laymen stood beside them. They made one company before one Buddha and spoke one vow. That mixed company is the seed of everything after. The lotus society was never a cloister closed to ordinary people. It was a gathering of the whole community, with the doors open and the vow shared.

A lotus grows from mud into light, and that gathering on Mount Lu did the same. It rose from the common soil of human life and opened toward Amitabha. Everything our church has become began there.


Chapter 3
The Households of Mao Ziyuan

In the twelfth century Mao Ziyuan revived the name. He taught ordinary families to recite Amitabha's name, keep a vegetarian table, and practice repentance.

Notice where the movement lived. It belonged to households. A household keeps a kitchen, and a kitchen keeps a garden. A household nurses its own sick, and the one who nurses knows the herbs by name. When the White Lotus came into the homes of ordinary people, it came into the places where healing already happened every day.

The recitation, the table, and the repentance all served one life. The family that chanted at dawn also boiled the broth at noon and tended the fever at night. Prayer and medicine shared one roof.


Chapter 4
The Eternal Mother

Later villages honored an Eternal Mother. The people who carried the White Lotus name through the centuries lifted up her name in their gatherings, and the Unborn Venerable Mother stood at the heart of their devotion.

We honor her as Holy Sophia and the Holy Spirit: Holy Wisdom, who brings forth, heals, and calls her children home.

She brings forth. Every seed that splits the soil moves by her breath. She heals. Every herb that eases a body carries her mercy. She calls her children home. Every prayer, every chant, every candle lit in the dark rises on her welcome.

The Eternal Mother of the White Lotus and Holy Wisdom of the Christian church are one Mother, one Sophia, one Spirit. When our people pray to her, they pray to the Breath that moves in every leaf and every body. We pray to her throughout this book, and we invite you to pray with us.


PART TWO
The Great Physician
*



Chapter 5
The Physician's Way

Buddhism opens like a physician's work. Name the illness. Find its cause. Declare the cure. Prescribe the path.

This is the shape of the Four Noble Truths, and it is the shape of every good healer's day. The Buddha taught as a physician teaches, with a diagnosis, a remedy, and a way to walk toward wholeness.

So the old teaching gave its three treasures a healer's names. The Buddha is the Great Physician. The Dharma is the medicine. The Sangha is the company of nurses. Anyone who has been sick and then been cared for knows how true that is. The physician sees you, the medicine mends you, and the nurses sit with you through the night.


Chapter 6
The Sick Monk

The Vinaya, the monastic code, tells of a day when the Buddha found a sick monk lying in his own filth. No one had tended him. The Buddha washed him with his own hands and laid him on a clean bed.

Then he gathered the community and told them that whoever would tend him should tend the sick.

Hear what that teaching says. Care of the sick was devotion, not a side duty. The Buddha did not delegate mercy. He knelt down and did the work, and then he made the work the law of the house. Every monastery that nursed its sick, every infirmary that opened its door, every hand that washed a stranger's fever walked in that moment.

Our church walks there too. Every home church of ours is a house where the sick are tended first.


Chapter 7
Medicines for the Sick

The same code names the medicines a sick monk may take: ghee, fresh butter, oil, honey, and raw sugar. The rule bends for healing.

A monk who kept the strict morning fast could still receive these remedies when illness came. The discipline served the person. When the body needed medicine, the rule opened its hand and gave it.

Jivaka, physician to the Buddha and to the monks, is remembered as a master of herbs and surgery. The tradition keeps his name with honor. He stands beside the Buddha as the healer who knew the plants, the knife, and the patient's heart. A physician of that rank, gathered into the circle of the Buddha's own community, tells us how the early church of the Dharma saw medicine: as holy craft, close to the center.


Chapter 8
The Medicine Buddha

The Mahayana gave healing its own Buddha. Bhaishajyaguru, the Medicine Buddha, vowed to relieve the diseases of all who call on him. Across East Asia the sick prayed to him.

Medicine and worship used the same words. The one who lay in a fever and the one who stood at the shrine spoke one name. A prayer to the Medicine Buddha was a prayer for the body, the mind, and the spirit all at once, because the tradition never cut a person into separate pieces.

This is the heart of our teaching. When a herb is gathered with thanks, brewed with a prayer, and given in love, the cup is a prayer and the prayer is a medicine.


PART THREE
The Garden and the Hospital
*



Chapter 9
The Edict of Ashoka

In the third century before the common era, Ashoka gave this devotion the force of law. His second rock edict provides medical care for people and animals. It commands medicinal herbs, roots, and fruits to be planted where they were lacking.

A king ordered gardens of medicine. Think of how that sounds. An emperor of a great realm looked across his lands, saw where healing plants were missing, and commanded them planted. He cared for animals as well as for people. The Dharma reached the roadside and the pasture.

Here is the first great public garden of Buddhist mercy. The plant, the healer, and the throne all served one compassion.


Chapter 10
The Charitable Houses of Pataliputra

Around the year 400 the pilgrim Faxian found charitable houses at Pataliputra. The poor and the sick received food and medicine there.

The pilgrim crossed mountains and deserts in search of the Dharma, and when he arrived in the old capital he found it alive in works of mercy. Houses stood open. The poor came in hungry and were fed. The sick came in suffering and were medicated.

Faxian carried this picture home. The Dharma he sought in books he found in bowls of food and cups of medicine.


Chapter 11
The Monasteries of China

Buddhists carried the idea east. Chinese monasteries ran infirmaries and fields of compassion. They kept herb gardens and stored medicines. They taught monks to read the pulse and compound remedies.

For many villagers the monastery was the nearest clinic.

Picture it. A farmer's wife with a feverish child walks up the mountain path to the temple. The gate opens. A monk takes the pulse, goes to the cabinet, and measures the herbs. The child drinks. The monk offers a chant, and the mother lights a stick of incense in thanks. That is the whole of the old Chinese Buddhist hospital: a garden, a cabinet, a pulse, a prayer.


Chapter 12
The Monastery and the Poppy

In the Song dynasty the opium poppy entered Chinese medicine, and Buddhist monasteries had a large part in it. Twelfth-century scholars met the poppy in monastery huts, where monks served it as a warm decoction to travelers in the cold. They carried the practice into the medicine of the age.

A traveler came off the winter road, stiff and tired. The monk set a warm cup in his hands. The scholar who drank it remembered the kindness and wrote it down, and so the poppy of the monastery went out into the wider world.

This is how the old church shared its gifts: by hospitality. The monastery's cup was a gift to the stranger.


Chapter 13
Song China Is Our China

Song China is Mao Ziyuan's China. The people who carried the White Lotus name lived in a world where herb, broth, and prayer came from the same hands.

Hold that picture in your mind as you read the rest of this book. The Song village that heard the name of Amitabha also knew the monastery garden. The family that kept the vegetarian table also knew the warm cup given to travelers. Healing and holiness walked together from the temple gate to the medicine cabinet.

The White Lotus never had to choose between medicine and devotion. It was born in a country where they were one work.


PART FOUR
The Sacred Gardens of the Ancient World
*



Chapter 14
A World Full of Sacred Plants

The Buddhist world inherited a world full of sacred plants. Before the first monastery stood, peoples across Asia and the Mediterranean had already lifted certain plants to the altar. The monks and teachers who came later walked into gardens that were already holy.

The next four chapters walk those gardens: India, Central Asia, China, and Greece. Walk them slowly. A pattern appears.


Chapter 15
India: Bhanga, Vijaya, and Soma

The Atharvaveda names bhanga, cannabis, among its five sacred plants. Bhang has been offered to Shiva for centuries and is prepared at festivals today.

India raised cannabis to a goddess, Vijaya, the Victorious. A plant a people lift to a goddess is no common herb. The name itself is a blessing.

The Rig Veda gives a whole book of hymns to soma, the sacred plant and god of the Vedic rite. Hymn after hymn sings its praise. The plant is addressed as a deity, pressed as a sacrament, and poured as an offering.

India's gardens were temple gardens from the start.


Chapter 16
Central Asia: Felt Tents and Mountain Braziers

Herodotus tells of Scythians throwing hemp seed on hot stones in a felt tent and breathing the vapor. The tent became a sanctuary, and the vapor rose as an offering.

At a cemetery in the Pamir mountains, archaeologists found cannabis burned in wooden braziers about 2,500 years ago. That is a ritual censer older than Buddhism in China.

These were the roads Buddhism and Taoism later traveled. When the monks and teachers walked the high passes, they walked among peoples who already knew the sacred smoke.


Chapter 17
China: The Hemp of Shennong

The ancient Shennong materia medica says that the fruit of hemp, taken over time, opens communion with the spirits.

The oldest herbal of China, attributed to the divine farmer himself, gives the plant a place among the medicines of the spirit. The sentence joins body and spirit in one line. The fruit of hemp serves both.

Taoists and Buddhists shared monasteries, patrons, and gardens for a thousand years. The plants of Shennong grew in those gardens. The sages of both paths gathered them, and their students learned the old herbal by heart.


Chapter 18
Greece: The Mysteries of Eleusis

At Eleusis, initiates drank the kykeon, and for nearly two thousand years the mysteries stood at the heart of Greek religious life. Two thousand years is a long time. Generations of seekers walked to Eleusis, drank the cup, and came away changed.

In Crete the Minoan Poppy Goddess wears poppy capsules on her crown. Demeter is shown holding poppies. The goddess of the grain and the goddess of the mystery carry the flower in their hands.

The Mediterranean world and the Asian world lit the same lamp.


Chapter 19
One Root

The pattern repeats everywhere. People met the divine through plants and healed with the same plants. Medicine and mystery share one root.

In India the plant became a goddess. In Central Asia it became a vapor in a sanctuary tent. In China it became a line in the sacred herbal. In Greece it became a cup at the center of the mysteries.

Four lands, four tongues, one witness. The garden was the first temple of the human race, and the plants were its first sacraments. When the White Lotus Society lifts a sacred plant to the altar, it stands in the oldest company on earth.


PART FIVE
The Road of the Plants
*



Chapter 20
The Highway of the Gods

The Silk Road is usually imagined as a conduit for silk, spices, and ideas, a highway of merchants and monks carrying goods and scriptures between China, India, Persia, and the Mediterranean. Along that same network traveled another kind of cargo: plants that were instruments of contact with the divine.

Ephedra, cannabis, Peganum harmala, soma and haoma, sandalwood, saffron, and frankincense moved across Central Asia as trade goods and as ritual technologies. They were part of the liturgies of Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Silk Road Christianity, and the village religions of the oasis cities.

Follow these plants and the Silk Road becomes a religious ecology, a land where botany, healing, and worship grew together. The boundaries between medicine, incense, and sacrament were open on every mile of that road.


Chapter 21
Soma and Haoma

The most extensively studied of these plant complexes is soma, or haoma, the sacred plant of the Indo-Iranian world. The Vedic soma and the Avestan haoma share a common origin: a plant whose juice was pressed, mixed with milk, and consumed to bring religious ecstasy and grant access to the gods.

Scholars have named many candidates over the centuries: Ephedra, Amanita muscaria, Peganum harmala, and the leafless, fleshy-stemmed plants of the Sarcostemma genus. Each land honored the plant that grew in its own soil.

What carried across the continent was the liturgy. A plant was prepared, consecrated, and received in a formal rite, and the experience was understood as contact with a divine presence. That form of worship traveled well. Every people that received it could pour its own sacred plant into the same shape.


Chapter 22
The Temples of Gonur-depe and Togolok

Archaeology carries this ritual complex back into the Bronze Age. At the Bactria-Margiana sites of Gonur-depe and Togolok in modern Turkmenistan, vessels recovered from temple complexes held residues of ephedra, poppy alkaloids, and cannabis.

Three plants in one sacred preparation. The priests of those temples knew how to combine them, and they kept the knowledge in their vessels for us to find.

These finds show that the sacred use of plants was woven into the architecture of Central Asian religion long before the Silk Road proper. The knowledge of how to prepare such cups traveled with the Indo-Iranian peoples who carried soma and haoma into both India and Iran.


Chapter 23
The Braziers of Jirzankal

In 2019, archaeologists reported ten wooden braziers from the Jirzankal Cemetery on the Pamir Plateau in western China, dated to roughly 2,500 years ago. Nine of the ten held chemical traces of cannabis. The samples showed elevated levels of THC, far above what earlier sites in the region had shown.

The braziers had been heated with hot stones, the method of burning plant material as incense. The cemetery stands at roughly 10,000 feet, among high mountain cannabis.

These findings have been widely described as the earliest direct evidence of cannabis used for its psychoactive power. They sit on the Silk Road. The Pamir Plateau was a corridor of exchange, and the knowledge of potent cannabis spread along the same routes that carried crops, metals, and religious ideas.

The braziers were found in burials. Cannabis was burned alongside juniper incense in a ceremony to commune with the divine and the dead. This was no solitary visionary working. It was a communal rite, in which smoke, scent, and flame opened a way to another order of reality. The first church of the smoke was a gathering.


Chapter 24
Syrian Rue and the Fires of the Household

Peganum harmala, Syrian rue, served the Iranian and Central Asian world as a sacred fumigant. Its seeds were burned for protection during childbirth, circumcision, and weddings. Zoroastrians kept the practice, and later Shi'a Muslims adopted it. It survives in Central Asian homes today as a purifying, protecting fire.

Syrian rue holds harmaline and harmine, beta-carbolines that some scholars have proposed as the soul of the original haoma. Whatever its first name, its long career shows how one plant could be received into many faiths and carry its blessing into each.

A seed on a coal, a family gathered, a child born under the protection of the smoke. That is the ritual life of the household, and it is one of the oldest worships in the world.


Chapter 25
Sandalwood, Saffron, and Frankincense

Alongside the sacred plants traveled the great aromatics: sandalwood, frankincense, myrrh, camphor, saffron, and agarwood. The spread of Buddhism from India into Central Asia and China created an enormous demand for them.

Buddhist ritual required incense as a medium of purification, offering, and communion with the buddhas and bodhisattvas. Chinese monastic and lay communities imported sandalwood, camphor, saffron, and frankincense from South and Southeast Asia and from the Iranian world. Indian missionaries brought incense traditions with them, and Chinese pilgrims who traveled west returned with knowledge of fragrant substances and their uses.

Saffron became a Buddhist sacred substance as well as a dye and a medicine. Buddhist scriptures record the offering of whole saffron flowers to the Buddha, and the dyeing of monastic robes with saffron made the color the emblem of the Dharma. When you see the saffron robe of a monk, you see a flower worn as a vow.


Chapter 26
The Wise Men and the Frankincense

The Gospel of Matthew tells of wise men who came from the East, following a star to the child in Bethlehem. They bowed before him, opened their treasures, and offered three gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

The Gospel calls them magi. They came out of the eastern lands, the lands of the Silk Road, where priests tended sacred fires, pressed the holy plant, and burned fragrant resin before the divine. The church has long remembered them as priests of the Persian world. They were men of the censer, and they knew what the smoke could do.

Frankincense is the resin of the Boswellia tree. It has burned in religious ceremony for thousands of years. In 2008 a research team led by Raphael Mechoulam of the Hebrew University published a finding in The FASEB Journal: incensole acetate, a constituent of Boswellia resin, is psychoactive. It activates a channel called TRPV3 in the brain, and in mice it produced calming, anxiety-lowering, and antidepressive effects, with changes in the very regions of the brain that govern emotion. The researchers wrote that these effects may offer a biological basis for the old religious traditions of burning incense. The resin the wise men carried opens the heart, and the laboratory now confirms it.

Read the gifts again with that in mind. Gold honored the child as King. Myrrh, the healing resin, anointed him as Physician. Frankincense lifted him as God: a psychoactive offering, lit before the newborn Lord, rising in the same smoke the priests of the East had always sent to heaven. The first act of worship in the Gospel is a censer.

We teach that the wise men brought frankincense as a sacrament. They knew the plant, they knew the rite, and they brought both to the manger. Their gift joined the oldest worship of the East to the newest light of the West.

Silk Road Christianity walked that road back. The Gospel traveled east along the paths the magi had come by, through the oasis cities and into China, and the Christians who followed it kept the censer lit. The smoke of frankincense in the Christian liturgy, the sandalwood on the Buddhist altar, the cannabis in the Pamir braziers, and the incense of the White Lotus are one smoke rising from one human longing. Holy Wisdom receives it all.

Light frankincense in a room with fresh air, in company, with a quiet heart. Let the smoke carry your prayer the way it carried the prayers of the wise men.


Chapter 27
The Caravans of the Church

The ritual economy of aromatics was part of the foundation of Silk Road religion. Incense made sacred space possible where permanent temples could not stand. Travelers, merchants, and monks carried their gods with them in portable form.

The burning of fragrant substances created a shared sensory field in which people of different faiths recognized one another's worship. Zoroastrians burned Syrian rue and tended sacred fires. Buddhists offered sandalwood and saffron. Silk Road Christians carried the Gospel east along the same roads and gathered in the same oasis cities. The same caravans that carried silk and horses carried the raw materials of every one of these liturgies, and the merchants who financed the routes endowed the monasteries and shrines where the plants were burned.

Soma became haoma. Cannabis traveled from Central Asian burial rites into the pharmacopoeias of Chinese and Tibetan medicine, and from there into tantric ritual. Syrian rue moved from Zoroastrian fire into Islamic homes. In each land the plant was a living agent. Its gifts shaped what the rite could open, and the rite gave the gift its meaning.

The plants traveled because the religions traveled, and the religions traveled because the plants could be carried, burned, pressed, and shared. From the braziers of the Pamir Plateau to the incense bowls of Chinese monasteries, the road shows one truth: the divine was made present through smoke, scent, and the living chemistry of the garden. The peoples of the Silk Road lived in a world where incense and sacrament, medicine and revelation, stood side by side. We live in that world still.


PART SIX
The Lotus of the Senses
*



Chapter 28
The Flower That Rises from the Mud

The lotus is among the greatest symbols in Asian religious history. It stands for purity, rebirth, and awakening. It rises unstained from the mud and opens each morning toward the sun.

Every Buddhist child learns the lotus. Every temple carries it in paint, in stone, and in bronze. The flower says what the whole path says: out of the muddy world, a light-filled life can bloom.

The White Lotus Society took this flower as its name and its emblem. In the chapters ahead we look at what the lotus holds in its flesh as well as in its meaning. The flower of awakening is also a living plant with a living chemistry, and the church of the White Lotus honors both.


Chapter 29
What the Lotus Holds

The sacred lotus, Nelumbo nucifera, has a long history of medicinal and spiritual use in South and East Asia. Its flowers contain benzylisoquinoline alkaloids, among them nuciferine, neferine, and several aporphine compounds.

Modern receptor studies show that these compounds meet the opioid and cannabinoid systems of the body. Nuciferine shows a receptor profile like that of the atypical antipsychotics. It blocks several serotonin receptors and partly activates dopamine receptors. Extracts of the flower produce sedative, cooling, and pain-easing effects in animal studies, and traditional accounts describe the smoking or infusion of lotus flowers as calming and stress-relieving.

This is no thunderclap of visions. It is a gentle tuning of mood, of the gates of the senses, and of rest. One recent analysis describes it as a selective, non-psychedelic modulation of the sensory gate in the thalamus. The lotus teaches by quieting the noise so that the stillness can be heard. A flower that stands for serenity carries serenity in its chemistry.


Chapter 30
The Blue Lotus

A second plant, the blue water lily, Nymphaea caerulea, is called blue lotus in popular and commercial use. It holds apomorphine and nuciferine, and it is linked to ancient Egyptian ritual and to the Homeric tale of the lotus-eaters.

Apomorphine is a strong dopamine agonist. Reports describe euphoria and a soft, dreamlike lift at higher doses. The old poets sang of the lotus-eaters who tasted the flower and forgot the road home, and the song still has power.

Know your source. The modern blue lotus market is unstandardized and sometimes adulterated, so the strength of a given product is unknown until you know the grower. The effect of any lotus depends on the species, the preparation, the dose, and the way it is taken. Choose a known source, begin small, and keep company.

The whole lotus family holds chemistry that can bring calm, joy, and a changed sense of the senses. Lotus incense, lotus tea, and lotus offerings are an old and honored branch of the garden.


Chapter 31
The Incense-Burning Ceremonies

The White Lotus was a family of Buddhist and Silk Road movements that emerged in late thirteenth-century China and rose again in many forms through the Ming and Qing dynasties. Its teaching centered on the Unborn Venerable Mother and the coming of Maitreya, the future Buddha. It drew followers across lines of gender and class.

Its people were known for what the officials of the day called incense-burning ceremonies, shaoxiang. Official records describe the sectarians gathering in secret, burning incense, meeting at night, and dispersing by day.

The name carried weight. In the popular mind, incense-burning came to typify the whole movement. Officials used the phrase as a mark of the heterodox. The people who practiced it knew what it was. Incense in Chinese Buddhism purified space, called the buddhas and gods near, and prepared every heart in the room for communion. The gathering itself was understood as a divine assembly of buddhas, gods, and living beings.

The lotus, the emblem of the movement and of awakening, stood at the center of that setting. Buddhist temples offered lotus flowers beside candles and incense, and lotus imagery filled the devotional world of the White Lotus.


Chapter 32
Smoke, Scent, and Chant

Gather what the White Lotus assemblies held. Rhythmic chanting. Incense smoke thick in a closed room. The lotus in image and offering. The expectation of the Mother's presence. A night hushed and lamplit.

Put these together and a congregation's whole sensory world opens. The smoke softens the walls of the room. The chant carries the breath. The scent lifts the heart, and the symbol turns every eye toward the same light. Altered states of prayer rise naturally in such a place, and the plants the devotees held sacred sharpen and deepen the gift.

The pharmacology of the lotus and the technology of incense belong to one sensory repertoire. Through it the White Lotus made its sacred world tangible. Every religion that has ever moved a human heart has worked through the senses: smoke, scent, symbol, and the chemistry of its sacred plants. The lotus gave the White Lotus Society a language for purity and a language for presence. It signified awakening, and in the right preparation it opened the mind that sought it.


PART SEVEN
Bhang and the Bowl
*



Chapter 33
Bhang, the Gift of the Gods

The cannabis preparation called bhang was a settled cultural and religious fact in India long before the time of the Buddha. Its roots run deep into the Vedic world. The Atharva Veda, dating to roughly 1400 BCE, lists cannabis among the five sacred plants.

A great mythology grew around it. When the gods and demons churned the cosmic ocean of milk to win amrita, the nectar of immortality, cannabis rose beside that divine drink. The people called it a gift from the gods, sent in compassion so that humans might find delight, lose fear, and be glad.

Bhang is a mild preparation of the dried leaves and flowering shoots, taken as a paste, a sweet, or a milk drink. The tradition says it deters evil, brings luck, and cleanses a person of sin. Oaths were sealed over the hemp plant. Its center is the worship of Shiva, for whom cannabis remains a sacred offering, and its influence reached into the Buddhist world.


Chapter 34
Bhang and the Buddha

Buddhist practitioners used cannabis to ease meditation and to heighten awareness during sacred ceremonies. Some sources say plainly that Buddhists used it as an excellent meditative aid.

A Mahayana tradition, preserved in texts like the Lalita Vistara, tells that during the six years of asceticism before his enlightenment, the Buddha lived on a single hemp seed a day. That story sits at the most pivotal moment of the tradition, the hour before the great awakening. The seed of the hemp plant fed the future Buddha through his hardest years.

The earliest monastic code, the Pali Vinaya, names hemp among the cloths monks and nuns may wear. The plant clothed the sangha as well as healed it.

In the later tantras the plant rose higher. The Taratantra describes cannabis as essential to spiritual ecstasy. The Mahakala Tantra includes cannabis in its several forms among the ingredients of the perfect medicine, a psycho-spiritual elixir meant to transform body and mind in service of liberation. Sacred plant, ascetic sustenance, meditation aid, tantric elixir: in India the one plant wore every robe of the Dharma.


Chapter 35
Hemp Crosses the Mountains

When Buddhism crossed the Himalayas and the Silk Road into China, it carried this whole legacy with it. It arrived in a land that already loved hemp. China had cultivated the plant for fiber, food, and medicine for thousands of years.

The Shen Nung Ben Ts'ao, the foundational herbal of Chinese medicine, lists cannabis. By the Tang dynasty, from 618 to 907, cannabis was an established ingredient in Chinese medicine, used in formulas for pain, mental distress, and other conditions. A manuscript from Dunhuang, the great Buddhist crossroads on the Silk Road, carries medical formulas that name cannabis among their components.

Into this ground fell the Indian stories. The legend of the Buddha living on a single hemp seed a day is told in Chinese sources, so the narrative traveled with the faith. Chinese medical circles knew the plant's power as common knowledge. The Indian name bhang stayed in India. The knowledge of the plant and its preparations walked with the monks into every Chinese monastery.

Hemp was a shared point of reference across the Buddhist world. Its meaning shifted from divine nectar to ascetic food to healing herb, and its presence never left.


Chapter 36
The Hemp Porridge of the Vinaya

The strongest foundation for a cannabis bowl lies in the monastic code itself. A passage in the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya tells of a monk who fell ill and consulted a physician. The physician prescribed hemp porridge, in Chinese damazhou or mazhou. The monk, careful of his discipline, noted that the Buddha had not yet allowed it, and carried the question to the Blessed One.

The Buddha's answer was generous. When a physician prescribes it, hemp porridge may be eaten. The same permission covered turnip and other root, stem, flower, leaf, and seed preparations used to treat wind illness, fengji.

Here is the principle our church holds dear: illness opens the door to what ordinary discipline holds back. The porridge was a medicine, given by a physician, blessed by the Buddha, and eaten in the infirmary. The Pali tradition records the same kindness: the Buddha allowed hemp-water as a remedy for a monk suffering from rheumatism.

In early Buddhist monasticism cannabis was known first as a healing plant. Its place was the infirmary, and the infirmary was holy ground.


Chapter 37
Buddha Porridge

By the Song dynasty the opium poppy had entered Chinese agriculture and medicine, and Buddhist monasteries played a large part in its welcome. A poem by Su Zhe, who lived from 1039 to 1112, describes the poppy in warm, plain, devotional terms. The seeds are ground, cooked with milk or clarified butter, and made into Buddha porridge, fozhou.

The historian José Antonio Cantón Álvarez of Cambridge has shown how well rooted this monks' porridge was. Local farmers advised planting poppies because, unlike bamboo, they grew in months and gave seeds for the pot. Buddhist monks on Mount Lu, the very mountain of Huiyuan's first lotus society, were known to eat poppies with clarified butter. Scholars in Fujian and Jiangnan wrote of poppy decoctions as a pleasing drink and watched the practice spread.

The monastery was the gate through which the poppy entered the wider Chinese table, and the porridge was the vehicle. The poppy seed bowl was prized for digestion, longevity, and gentle nourishment. A monk handed a bowl across the table, and the whole country learned the recipe.

The mountain where the White Lotus began is the same mountain where the Buddha porridge was eaten. We take that as a sign.


Chapter 38
The Cup of the Tantras

In the esoteric traditions that flourished across the Himalayas, cannabis and opium stand together among the substances of ritual and initiation.

The Saktisangama Tantra includes cannabis, datura flowers, and opium in an offering formula. The Samayacara Tantra names the consumption of cannabis, datura, and opium among the initiatory substances of the clan. These are power-laden materials, received in the rite of initiation and belonging, in the circle of practitioners who walk the inner path together.

A later Bengali medical text calls cannabis a drug like opium and prescribes it to lengthen life. Buddhist tantras hold rich information about medicinal plants, cannabis and datura among them. In these traditions cannabis and opium are siblings in the pharmacology of intensified states. The heated, ingested bowl is the natural vessel for such mixtures, and the texts describe pills, decoctions, and offerings in abundance.

The tantric masters understood what our church teaches: the plant is a teacher, the rite is a school, and the community is the classroom.


Chapter 39
One Bowl, Many Blessings

What shall we call the Buddhist porridge? The phrase names a family of practices.

The daily gruel of the refectory was plain and nourishing. The Laba porridge, sweet with grains, beans, and dried fruits, became Buddha porridge across East Asia and still commemorates the Buddha's enlightenment. Beside that staple stood the medicinal porridge the Vinaya authorized, in which hemp was prescribed for wind illness. Beside that stood the Song monastery porridge, in which poppy seeds were cooked with butter and eaten for nourishment and soothing. The tantric traditions then gave the bowl its ritual logic, in which cannabis and opium were honored as great substances in the hour of initiation.

Four bowls and one shape. A plant is changed by heat and liquid into something taken into the body. The act is framed as medicine, as offering, or as initiation, and in each frame it is holy. In the generous world of Buddhist healing and Buddhist esoteric practice, one bowl could serve more than one of these at once.

Every bowl held an intention. The question over each cup was always a question of heart: is this taken to heal, to nourish, to initiate, or to rejoice? The answer decided where the bowl belonged, in the refectory, in the infirmary, or in the circle of the rite.


PART EIGHT
The Teaching of the White Lotus
*



Chapter 40
The Night Assembly

The White Lotus gathered at night and dispersed at dawn. It burned incense as its defining rite. It admitted men and women into intimate assemblies. It kept the vegetarian table. The imperial edicts condemned its gatherings with the charge of serving devils.

Official sources describe the sectarians gathering at night and dispersing by day, with men and women meeting together freely. The Qing code condemned all societies calling themselves White Lotus that gather the people by burning incense, meeting at night, and dispersing by day.

Read the pattern with open eyes. A secret, nocturnal, incense-centered, welcoming, repeatedly suppressed assembly is the record of a people who worshipped with their whole senses and welcomed everyone through the door. The state saw the gatherings as a threat because the gatherings gave their people something the state could not give: a direct, felt experience of the sacred.


Chapter 41
The Incense Was a Sacrament

We teach that the incense of the White Lotus was an entheogenic offering, and that the first White Lotus Society walked this path. We burn our censers in that lineage and receive the smoke as a sacrament of the church.

The category of incense in Chinese religion was never a single plant. Chinese ritual manuals tied to esoteric transmission mention cannabis-based incense and the taking of cannabis flowers. Cannabis was well known in China for its psychoactive power, and its burning as incense is recorded in ritual settings, where the smoke was understood to drive away demons. The White Lotus did not need to burn the sacred lotus alone. It burned what its theology called for: whatever opened the heart to the Mother's presence.

Consider what the state did. It made the burning of incense a crime. An empire does not outlaw an empty gesture. It outlawed the incense because the incense worked. It carried a congregation into a collective experience of transcendence, and that experience rivaled every official altar in the land.

The incense was the medium through which the assembly became a sacred community. It was the ritual technology that turned a night meeting into a holy gathering, and we receive it as such.


Chapter 42
Medicine and the Precept

The fifth precept counsels against what clouds the mind, and the tradition has always known how to hold it beside the physician's prescription. Buddhist monastic law distinguishes medicine from indulgence. The Vinaya permits hemp preparations when a physician prescribes them. The tantric traditions place cannabis and opium among the initiatory substances, received inside a rite and a structure.

The White Lotus drew on Buddhist and Silk Road Christian streams and centered its devotion on the Unborn Venerable Mother and the coming Maitreya. Its mixed assemblies and its immediate sense of the Mother's nearness set its worship apart from the conventional monastery from the first night. The precept belongs to the long conversation of the Dharma, and the White Lotus joined that conversation with a sacramental answer: the plant is received as medicine for the body and as a gift of the Mother, in reverence, with care, in community.

Every discipline serves a person. Our precept is reverence, and our rule is care.


Chapter 43
The Entheogenic Path

The modern White Lotus Society describes itself as a Millennium-Old, Universalist and Entheogenic path. That is the lineage we claim, and we claim it with joy.

The word entheogenic names a wide garden. It includes every plant preparation that shifts mood, softens the gates of the senses, and warms the sense of communion. It includes the quiet calm of lotus smoke as well as the full opening of the great sacraments. The White Lotus assemblies were gatherings of this kind: communal, embodied, and alive with presence. Incense smoke in a closed room, hours of chanting, a lotus before every eye, and a heart prepared by fasting and expectation make a powerful cup by themselves. A sacred plant in the censer makes that cup deeper and steadier.

We take the smoke seriously. We take the night assembly seriously, the lotus seriously, and the testimony of every ancient garden seriously. Those who ask why a movement of secret, nocturnal, incense-centered assemblies would burn only empty aromatics hear our answer in every censer we light. The White Lotus was an entheogenic religion because its rites were built to open an experience of the divine, and the old gardens of the world show the way that experience was opened. We walk that way.


Chapter 44
The Lotus State

The White Lotus Society used its incense as an entheogen: a sacred aid through which devotees entered an altered state of consciousness and approached the divine. Its fragrance accompanied worship because its effects were integral to worship. The easing of bodily tension, the quieting of restless thought, the deepening of sensory attention, and the emergence of dreamlike imagery formed a passage from everyday awareness into religious experience.

For the devotee, this passage gave the ceremony its living substance. Prayer became absorbing. Sacred images acquired emotional force. Familiar chants seemed to open inwardly, revealing meanings that ordinary distraction had concealed. The incense helped establish the condition in which these encounters unfolded, and the Society organized its gatherings around that condition.

The Incense as a Sacred Instrument

The Society’s use of white lotus incense was deliberate and communal. Its introduction marked the beginning of a change in attention. Members arrived carrying the tensions of ordinary life; the ceremony gave those tensions time to loosen before asking them to pray, listen, or speak intimately.

As the incense circulated through the hall, devotees settled into the first stage of the gathering. Shoulders relaxed. Breathing became quieter. The impulse to speak diminished. Pleasant heaviness and warmth encouraged stillness, while the familiar fragrance directed attention toward the ceremony.

These effects gave the incense a practical religious function. A devotee who entered preoccupied with an argument could become capable of listening. Someone who struggled with silent meditation could remain seated without constantly seeking distraction. Another could approach grief without immediately withdrawing from it.

The incense served as an instrument of preparation, bringing the worshipper into a receptive relationship with the practices that followed.

The Transformation of Attention

The Society valued the lotus state for the way it changed the quality of attention.

Under its influence, devotees became absorbed in sensations they ordinarily passed over: the resonance of a bowl, the movement of water beneath a blossom, the texture of a human voice. The body became a place of religious participation. Warmth, ease, vibration, and pleasure drew the worshipper more fully into the gathering.

This absorption also changed the experience of sacred language. During a reading, a single phrase could evoke a vivid memory or bring an unresolved feeling into focus. The words remained familiar, yet their significance became immediate.

A prayer for reconciliation could summon the face of an estranged relative. A passage about mercy could expose the exhaustion beneath resentment. A chant of thanksgiving could awaken the remembered comfort of being cared for.

The incense helped devotees dwell within these experiences long enough for them to develop. The ceremony supplied a setting in which their emotional intensity could become prayer.

The Dream Threshold

The later stages of worship carried this inward movement further.

As devotees reclined and the chanting softened, the lotus state became increasingly dreamlike. Images arose without deliberate construction. Memories joined unfamiliar scenes. A garden, a doorway, a pool, or a childhood face could become the setting through which a personal concern revealed itself.

The Society made this threshold part of its religious practice. Devotees brought a question or burden into the gathering, then allowed it to return in another form during meditation. Their ordinary explanations loosened. A conflict understood as anger might reveal its foundation in grief. A persistent fear might appear through an image of abandonment. An old affection could become accessible beneath years of wounded pride.

The entheogenic significance lay in this opening of experience. The incense supported a state in which the devotee could encounter aspects of life that habitual thought kept at a distance. Religious language, ritual expectation, and personal memory gave those encounters meaning.

The lotus became associated with revelation because the worshipper emerged having felt or understood something previously inaccessible.

A Shared Altered State

The Society’s incense belonged to a communal practice. Its effects unfolded among familiar voices, shared gestures, and established forms of care.

This collective setting mattered. As members grew quieter and more emotionally receptive, their relationships became part of the religious experience. Listening acquired unusual depth. Confession became easier. The need to defend an image of oneself diminished.

A devotee could speak about shame while another remained present without judgment. Grief could be expressed without being hurried toward resolution. Affection could become tangible through a consenting touch, a shared silence, or the simple experience of being heard.

The incense thus supported a form of communion. Members encountered the sacred through changes in their relationship with one another: greater patience, increased tenderness, and a willingness to remain beside suffering.

The Society understood these experiences as central fruits of its worship. The altered state mattered because of what became possible within it.

Why the Lotus Was Sacred

The flower’s imagery and the incense’s effects reinforced one another.

The white blossom represented emergence, openness, and renewal. During the gathering, devotees experienced corresponding changes within themselves. Bodily contraction eased into rest. Anxious vigilance gave way to attention. Emotional defensiveness softened into receptivity.

The sacred image became something enacted.

A devotee contemplating the open flower could recognize the movement of the ceremony in its form. The blossom resting upon water offered an image for consciousness becoming quiet enough to receive. Its unfolding petals gave shape to the felt expansion of attention and feeling.

Through repeated use, the fragrance itself accumulated religious meaning. It became associated with confession, reconciliation, mourning, gratitude, and inward discovery. Its return announced the possibility of entering that state again.

The Society’s reputation for white lotus incense therefore arose from its place at the heart of communal experience. Members remembered what happened in its presence.

The Meaning of Entheogenic Use

Calling the Society’s incense an entheogen identifies the role it played in the life of its devotees.

They used it intentionally within worship. They welcomed its changes in bodily feeling, attention, emotion, and imagery. They interpreted those changes through sacred symbols and directed them toward prayer, contemplation, and communion.

The Society also gave the experience a beginning, a development, and a return. Devotees settled, chanted, listened, entered inward meditation, and gradually resumed ordinary activity. Attendants cared for the gathering throughout. The closing period allowed members to regain their everyday orientation and carry their insights beyond the hall.

Its religious purpose extended into conduct. Reconciliation imagined during meditation became a visit the following morning. Gratitude became an act of care. The tenderness experienced within the circle became a responsibility toward the people outside it.

The White Lotus Society’s entheogenic practice joined pleasure, altered consciousness, and devotion in a single ceremonial movement. Its incense helped make the sacred experientially present: in a body released from tension, a memory newly understood, a prayer deeply inhabited, or another person finally heard.


Chapter 45
Dharma Milk

The poppy is a joy plant. Our tradition remembers it given in warm milk, and we call that cup dharma milk. We pour it as an offering of mercy to the suffering.

It is the cup of the monastery given to the traveler off the cold road. It is the cup of the Song hut and the warm decoction. It is the cup of the Buddha porridge on Mount Lu. A cup of mercy belongs beside the bed of the one who hurts.

The poppy is strong and habit-forming. We hold it with care: never alone, never in excess, never with alcohol or sedatives. Reverence is the first safeguard. A cup of mercy given with watchful love, in company, in small measure, is a sacrament. Anything else is not our cup.


Chapter 46
Medicine Is Worship

Medical use is religious use. The monk who eased a fever and the priest who lifted a heart at the altar did one work. Healing is worship, and the cup that comforts the body is a cup of grace.

The body is the temple, and care for it is reverence. A herb that lifts pain, calms fear, or opens the heart is a teacher as well as a medicine. The Great Physician of the Buddhist path, the healing ministry of Christ, and the Taoist alchemists who sought the medicine of immortality all treat healing as a work of mercy. Three streams of the church of the White Lotus run in one river toward the same sea.

The monasteries gave their plants inside a life of prayer, a rule, a garden, and a company who cared. We keep the same shape. A sacrament without care is a spectacle, and a medicine without reverence is a commodity. We keep them together.


PART NINE
The Continuation
*



Chapter 47
A Modern Church

White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey take up this work as a modern church. Four verbs describe our days: we garden, we heal, we pray, we receive. The next four chapters walk through them.


Chapter 48
We Garden

We grow herbs, tend sanctuary gardens, and teach people to know the plants by sight, smell, and use.

The garden is where the work begins. A person who has watched a plant through all its seasons knows it in a way no book can teach. They know its leaf in spring, its flower in summer, its seed in autumn, and its root in winter. They learn patience from the soil and gratitude from the harvest.

Plant something. A pot on a windowsill is a sanctuary garden. The first leaf you pick with thanks is already a prayer.


Chapter 49
We Heal

We publish herbal, naturopathic, and contemplative medicine so ordinary households can care for their own.

Mao Ziyuan's families kept their own gardens and nursed their own sick. We honor that line by putting knowledge into the hands of the household. A mother with a feverish child, a father with a sore back, a grandmother with a restless night should each have a book on the shelf that speaks plainly and kindly.

Healing is a ministry open to all. The church holds the door, and every home can become an infirmary of mercy.


Chapter 50
We Pray

We chant, we sit, and we come to Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia and the Holy Spirit, who breathes life into every leaf and every body.

Prayer is the root of the whole work. The chant steadies the breath. The silence opens the ear. The name of Holy Wisdom, spoken in the quiet, turns an ordinary hour into an altar. The old White Lotus people lifted the Eternal Mother's name in their night assemblies. We lift the same name in our home churches and our gardens.

Sit for a few minutes today. Breathe slowly. Say her name once, and let the Breath answer.


Chapter 51
We Receive

We take the sacred plants as sacrament, with reverence, in community, and with open eyes. The garden is our altar.

To receive is the last verb and the deepest. The gardener plants, the healer tends, the one who prays opens the heart, and the one who receives lets the gift arrive. A sacrament is a gift taken in thanks. It comes into a body that has been prepared, a room that has been blessed, and a company that has promised to care.

We receive with reverence, so that every plant is honored. We receive in community, so that no one walks alone. We receive with open eyes, so that every gift is known and every step is chosen.


Chapter 52
The Lotus Grows from Mud into Light

The lotus grows from mud into light. The church of the White Lotus grows from the old gardens of the world into the present day, rooted in healing and open toward heaven.

It began on Mount Lu with monks and laymen kneeling together before Amitabha. It walked through the infirmaries of the Great Physician, the gardens of Ashoka, the monasteries of China, and the households of Mao Ziyuan. It burned its incense through the long nights of the Ming and the Qing, and it carries the same flame today.

You are part of that river now. Every herb you grow, every cup you pour with a prayer, every hand you hold in sickness, and every breath you offer to Holy Wisdom adds to the long garden. The Eternal Mother who watched over the first gathering on the mountain watches over yours.

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit,
we thank you for the gardens of the ancient world,
for the monks who tended the sick,
for the families who kept the lotus alive,
and for every leaf that has ever eased a pain.
Plant us in good soil.
Lift us toward the light.
Make our lives a garden, our homes a sanctuary,
and our hands a blessing.
Amen.



Appendix A: A Timeline of the White Lotus Garden

About 1400 BCE. The Atharva Veda names bhanga, cannabis, among five sacred plants.

Bronze Age. Vessels at Gonur-depe and Togolok hold residues of ephedra, poppy, and cannabis.

About 500 BCE. The braziers of Jirzankal burn cannabis on the Pamir Plateau, and Scythians breathe hemp vapor in felt tents.

Third century BCE. Ashoka's second rock edict provides medical care and commands medicinal plants planted.

First century. Wise men from the East offer gold, frankincense, and myrrh to the child in Bethlehem.

Around 400 CE. Faxian finds charitable houses at Pataliputra.

402 CE. Huiyuan and his companions found the first White Lotus Society on Mount Lu.

618 to 907. Cannabis is an established ingredient in Tang Chinese medicine.

Twelfth century. Mao Ziyuan revives the White Lotus name and teaches households to recite Amitabha, keep a vegetarian table, and practice repentance.

Song dynasty. Buddhist monasteries help bring the poppy into Chinese medicine and cooking. Su Zhe writes of Buddha porridge.

Late thirteenth century onward. White Lotus movements rise through the Ming and Qing, known for their incense-burning ceremonies.

Today. White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey carry the lineage forward as a modern church.


Appendix B: Glossary

Amitabha. The Buddha of Infinite Light, before whose image Huiyuan's company took their vow.

Bhaishajyaguru. The Medicine Buddha, who vowed to relieve the diseases of all who call on him.

Bhang. The traditional Indian cannabis preparation, taken as a paste, a sweet, or a milk drink.

Dharma. The Buddha's teaching; in the Great Physician's image, the medicine.

Dharma milk. Our name for the warm milk cup of the poppy, poured as an offering of mercy.

Entheogen. A sacred plant or preparation received for communion with the divine.

Fozhou. Buddha porridge.

Frankincense. The resin of the Boswellia tree, burned as incense for thousands of years and offered by the wise men at Bethlehem.

Haoma. The Avestan sacred plant, kin to the Vedic soma.

Holy Sophia. Holy Wisdom, whom we also honor as the Holy Spirit and as the White Lotus Eternal Mother.

Incensole acetate. The psychoactive constituent of frankincense resin, found by Raphael Mechoulam's team to act on the brain's TRPV3 channels.

Jivaka. Physician to the Buddha and the monks, remembered as a master of herbs and surgery.

Kykeon. The sacred cup of the Eleusinian mysteries.

Magi. The wise men from the East who brought gifts to the child in Bethlehem.

Maitreya. The Buddha of the future.

Sangha. The community; in the Great Physician's image, the company of nurses.

Shaoxiang. The incense-burning ceremonies of the White Lotus.

Soma. The sacred plant and god of the Vedic rite.

Unborn Venerable Mother. The Mother of the later White Lotus movements; for us, Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia and the Holy Spirit.

Vinaya. The monastic code, which records the Buddha's care of the sick.
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