
Turning Points 

by Rise Richardson

1. My first acid trip

Was it the end of high school or the start of college?  I can’t remember.   Everything was possible then.  I was seventeen and dying for experience.
Somehow I got hold of acid, it was supposed to be White Lightning.  I took it, with friends around me, although no one else was tripping.  
It was a warm summer evening in Chicago.  Leafy trees, summer flowers on front lawns.  We walked for a mile through the city blocks.  We went to a party.  The light inside is a little stark and cool.  The people are warm and glowing.  Warm comforting air.  Pleasant murmur of conversation, no one too loud.  Drink in my hand.
Slowly, my senses begin to open up to the sounds, smells and light filtering in. I feel so alive, with smells, sounds, and vision so clear.  
But most interesting are people.  I speak to each person briefly.  In each short interaction, I connect directly with each person.  I am completely focused in this contact with each person - they are the center of the universe.  I look deeply into each one, beyond their words.   I feel that I am seeing for the first time.    My friend Robin, her sweetness and openness just glow. They all are beautiful.  
Until I talk to a person whose personality is overpowering.  She talks loudly, it feels like barking, a radio blaring and it scares me.  Where I see warmth and kindness radiating from others, from her, it is empty, just nothing.  I run away from her, back to all the other beings who are so kind and warm.
I feel alive for the first time in my life.   My being  is humming.  Everyone around me glows. My body is vibrating, in tune with the universe.  My heart is full, in tandem with the wonder in my mind and the comforting vibration of my body.  This moment feels eternal.
A small part of my brain wonders, is this it?  What happens when it ends ?  Will it end?
I experienced something eternal, beyond my mind and senses.  
Until it ended, like a switch turning off, and I was dumped in the darkness once again.  Coming down was hell.  Physically drained, my brain still speeding from the acid, emotionally empty.  I cannot sleep, I just want to shut down.  It takes hours, curled on my bed, in mental and emotional blackness.  I am not the same person who connected with the universe earlier.  I am empty.  And alone.    This trip was a gift, with a high price.  Nothing is free




2.  Student anti-war demonstrations 1970

It is the spring  of my freshman year of college.  So many of us are against the Viet Nam war.  We knew we were being lied to.  I join SDS, Students for a Democratic Society, and jump right into protests.  It culminates, in March or April, in a group of us taking over the ROTC (we called it rotsy) building on the University of Illinois, Chicago Circle Campus (UICC).  We launch a ‘sit-in’ and wait, linking arms and blocking the doorway.  
We go limp and passive when the police come and haul us away.  They load us into paddy wagons, and bring us to a main downtown police station, throwing us into elevators for booking upstairs.  As my elevator goes up, filled with fellow protestors, we look around at each other - and realize there are no police officers with us.  We punch the 2nd floor button, get out and quietly find our way out of the building, quickly dispersing.
I immediately return to campus, and to my shock and dismay, students are throwing rocks at windows, throwing chairs out of windows, and starting fires in buildings.  I hear explosions.  Students are angry, but expressing their anger in violence. This makes no sense.  Aren’t we supposed to be anti-violent?  Aren’t we protesting a war of slaughter and cruelty? Who are these people throwing rocks?   They are us, not strangers.
I was ashamed for all of us.  I return to my apartment and from that point on, I have nothing to do with politics.

  Two years later.  

For two years, I was deadened, either stoned, or wanting to get stoned, wanting to run away from myself.  Then I got into a Third Year Abroad program at the Hebrew University and found myself living in Jerusalem.  I was without drugs, without any connections to any locals to get drugs.  I tried drinking, but that lasted less than a week.  It made me too sick.  So as I longed for drugs and slept a lot, my body slowly cleaned itself out.   Until I woke up one morning, feeling alive.
I wake up early, a surprise in itself.  I feel the call of the outside.  I dress quickly, leave the dormitory and begin walking down the wide limestone steps outside.  The sky is unbelievably blue.   Yet it is almost always blue, why does it feel so blue today?  The sun is strong, warming.  The air is dry, cool, and as I inhale, I feel alive.  
I inhale the scent of Jerusalem, it is so heady.  For the first time in two years, I feel alive.  Stretching my body, I feel strong, and I begin to walk.  I revel in this sense of life. 
For the first time in two years, I feel great, my body feels strong, my feelings are calm and stable, neither up or down, and my head is clear.
I know, in that moment, that I am done with drugs.  There’s no going back.  This sense of being alive is too wonderful.  I never touched drugs again.
That month, I read Autobiography of a Yogi and started doing yoga.  My roommate, a Polish Israeli, notices, and tells me to visit a moshav( a settlement like a kibbutz)  near Haifa, called Yudfat.  She says she heard they practiced something like yoga there.  
I visit Yudfat for a weekend. They give me In Search of the Miraculous to read, by a man named Ouspensky, a student of Gurdjieff’s, whoever he was.  I don’t understand anything, but I am touched by the residents of the moshav.  There is something about them I can’t put my finger on.
A few weeks later, I am back in Chicago.  My old friend Robin calls, says she wants to see me and tell me all about her trip to England.  I have’t seen her in over a year.  Robin comes over, and immediately launches into her story.  She and her husband-to-be were hitchhiking in England, and somehow or another, ended up visiting this spiritual community called Sherborne.  
She tells me that everyone worked together, doing all the cooking, gardening, practical work.  And everyone worked on spiritual practices. And this man John G. Bennett, led everyone in meditation and guided the group work. She said he was a student of Gurdjieff’s.  
In surprise, I exclaim,  “What!  Two weeks ago, for the first time in my life, I heard this name, Gurdjieff, in Israel !”  
She says that people attend Sherborne for a one year Course. And she is going this upcoming fall. I know immediately, as Robin describes Sherborne, that I am going too.  I set my aim for the next year; to work to earn the money to go to Sherborne. 

3.  The visit 

On my visit to Sherborne the following spring, I spend the morning with the residents in the garden. Muddy and sweaty, they don’t talk much, but I feel so comfortable with them, so at home, it surprises me.  I am struck with how unpretentious everyone is, I am struck by their humanity and gentle kindness to me.
I walk into his office, a narrow room with just enough room for his desk, a chair, and a chair for me.  I sit in the chair.  I see an older man with deep piercing blue eyes.  He looks at me.  He says “Looking at your application, I don’t understand why you want to come on the Course?  Tell me something about yourself.”   (On my application, for a significant experience in my life that made me interested in going to Sherborne, I had entered First Acid Trip ! )
I look at him, and in that moment, I am seen.  Tears are coursing down my cheeks.  He sees me as I am, a 21 year old without a lot of life experience, but with a strong wish and a strong drive - and with no understanding of what I am about to launch into.  I am seen.  What he sees is more than I know about myself, more than I have ever seen in myself.  He sees potential, he sees future growth.  I am crying under his vision.  I know, without a doubt, that is the most important thing in my life - to come here and become a whole human being, not the bits and pieces that are the total of my present instability.  
Somehow I muddle through the interview.  At the end, he says, “ I don’t know why you want to come here, but you can come on the Course this fall.”  
I thank him and leave in a daze, having no idea that the course of my life has just irrevocably changed
