
Magic 

By Lenny Gibson 

I haven’t thought about magic for a while, likely some years. And my strongest memory goes back 
very far, to the Lovin’ Spoonful, when I was a young man craving love along 
with other idealistic cravings and resentments about the strictures of 
society and the costs of not having enough money to deal easily with a car 
breaking down or travel the world like those few who were better off. 

Do you believe in magic in a young girl's heart? 
How the music can free her, whenever it starts 
And it’s magic, if the music is groovy 

It makes you feel happy like an old-time movie 
I'll tell you about the magic, and it'll free your soul 
But it's like trying to tell a stranger 'bout rock and roll 

If you believe in magic don't bother to choose 
If it's jug band music or rhythm and blues 
Just go and listen it'll start with a smile 
It won't wipe off your face no matter how hard you try 
Your feet start tapping and you can't seem to find 
How you got there, so just blow your mind 

If you believe in magic, come along with me 
We'll dance until morning 'til there's just you and me 
And maybe, if the music is right 
I'll meet you tomorrow, sort of late at night 
And we'll go dancing, baby, then you'll see 
How the magic's in the music and the music's in me 

–Lovin’ Spoonful, Do You Believe in Magic, 1965 

   

I still believe in Jug band music and real rock and roll and the other music that comes from the 
blues, and there was a while when I thought about more intellectual aspects like Psi and the 
Hundredth Monkey. But now nothing much supernatural interests me anymore. Everything is 
natural to me, from crunchy and granola to radiation and chemo. Even love is not magic. It’s the 
authentic deep intensity of being with other people. It moves the planets and the stars, and it 
moves my heart. Goodness, Truth, and Beauty surviving the tragedy of so much lost for hope of 
what might come. My friends lost and gone forever; my grandchildren excited by new discoveries. 

Gazing at the mountain, it is not a mountain. 
Gazing at the waters, why should we separate them from other things? 
Mountains and great waters, and the whole earth, 
These are all one wheel of the moon. 

 
–Zen poem, author unknown 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9ekaiq0JMg


A duality pervades the nature of things. I wrote a paper once as an exploration of the duality when it 
is expressed in terms of time and eternity. I was convinced then that the duality would yield only to 
experience–intense experience–which I then thought of as psychedelic. But I was so much older 
then, constrained by my aspiration to succeed past the constraints manifest in the way the world 
seemed to be. I am so much younger now, wild again, beguiled again, a simpering, whimpering 
child again, bewitched, bothered, and bewildered (Ella Fitzgerald, Bewitched, Bothered and 
Bewildered, 1956). 

From Ella to this. 

So it’s clear, CDs have gone bye, bye, and when everything is digitized, no more duality, each digit 
the moving image of eternity. All magic! 

However, to get back to cosmology. The most advanced instances of technology look like magic 
when people only know what they have 
previously known. We cannot know in detail 
what the future will bring, so I turn to science 
fiction for speculation. Science fiction, when I 
used to read it, seemed to tell its tales by 
extending the newest ideas in science. One was 
quantum mechanics.  That one confounded 
Einstein’s ideas about relativity, which had in 
turn upset the Newtonian ideas that had 
previously long prevailed. 

 The latest challenge to Einstein has come along because of the new concepts of dark matter and 
dark energy. Thie following picture is an artistic 
attempt to represent a consequence of dark energy. I 
am struck by its resemblence to a section of a 
famous triptych Bosch painted in the 15th century, 
showing the souls 
floating through a 
tunnel to heaven.  In 
this more modern 
version the souls are 
carried in rockets, 

rather than by angels, but the sense 
is very much the same. I’ve used the 
Bosch piece a number of times as 
analog for passage through the birth 
canal.  

Next is a Boschian magician that can 
be conjured up that takes us into full 
blown Freudian anality (on the presumption that Freud had some 
insight into rocket science). It might serve as an analog for illustrating 
some of the paraphilias that Stan talks about that could be connected 

quantum mechanics 

https://youtu.be/1fzZ4l2H5-w?si=t97kSZmiBcJRnaCW
https://youtu.be/1fzZ4l2H5-w?si=t97kSZmiBcJRnaCW
https://youtu.be/Gf8G3OhHW8I?si=MJ6x54NaXadpLoUo


with childbirth before medicalization intervened with enemas and such to sanitize the process. 
When Stan talked about paraphilias in the GTT abnormal psychology module, I thought of Yeats’s 
poem, 

Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop 

I met the Bishop on the road 
And much said he and I. 
‘Those breasts are flat and fallen now 
Those veins must soon be dry; 
Live in a heavenly mansion, 
Not in some foul sty.’ 

‘Fair and foul are near of kin, 
And fair needs foul,’ I cried. 
‘My friends are gone, but that’s a truth 
Nor grave nor bed denied, 
Learned in bodily lowliness 
And in the heart’s pride. 

‘A woman can be proud and stiff 
When on love intent; 
But Love has pitched his mansion in 
The place of excrement; 
For nothing can be sole or whole 
That has not been rent.’ 

I seem to keep wandering off from this soliloquy. I started it with the intention of contrasting Stan’s 
concept of COEX with magic, starting from Jung’s notion of synchronicity. I think that is a useful way 
to begin to examine the phenomenon of magic. I’ve somewhat revised my discussion of COEX from 
my last chapter of Part I of the manuscript since I presented it a couple of months ago. I’ll repeat it 
here, so you won’t have to dig it out: 

Synchronicity, COEX, and Event  

Discussing these topics here is not primarily for updating Grof’s theories, but it is to suggest 
directions for developing them in order to take advantage of Alfred North Whitehead’s cosmology.  
Taken together with Whitehead’s work, a synergy can begin for building the new paradigm that Grof 
envisaged to supersede the Cartesian-Newtonian one that has undergirded mainstream science for 
more than three centuries. The Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm has run its course. It has been 
useful to foster technological and psychological progress for humanity, but to continue it now 
presents an existential threat to humanity. The ecological/climate crisis is the core of the existential 
threat, but many threats fall under the Cartesian-Newtonian rubric including fragmentation of 
human society and the lack of a holistic perspective on psychic dysfunction, particularly respecting 
mental health.  

Ian McGilchrist looks at our evolutionary situation as a consequence of a functional imbalance in 
the brain’s hemispheric development. The formulation of the Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm marks 



the historical start of the left hemisphere function’s domination over the right. The medieval 
worldview imagined a world subordinate to one divinity. Everything had to be understood in relation 
to that divinity. The nature of every single thing was held to be a derivative of one divine purpose. 
Earthly creatures and all existence were inferior to supreme divinity. So, it was more important to 
study divinity than to think about earthly things. This made the right hemisphere function dominant, 
and nature was partitioned and subordinated to the realm of the divine.  

The previous, earlier, shamanic world was characterized by workable balance between the left 
hemisphere’s specific function of finding food and the right hemisphere’s global function of 
avoiding becoming food. A person preoccupied with finding food might be oblivious to the tiger 
creeping up, intent on having the person as food.  

The growth of civilization allowed theology and the quest for salvation to dominate the quest for 
food. God became more important than nature. The Roman Empire, for instance, fed people better 
than hunting and gathering had previously. When the Roman Empire converted to Christianity and 
became the Holy Roman Empire, material conditions declined.  

When Galileo, Descartes, Newton, etc. focused on individual things more than theology, it shifted 
the balance to the left hemisphere. Science and technology were born. Material conditions 
improved, but the focus on individual things has ultimately led to fragmentation along with many of 
today’s other threats. Today’s imbalance is the opposite of the medieval one.  

Can we achieve balance with a new paradigm? Physics, which established the Cartesian-
Newtonian paradigm, provides a clue as due to discoveries that require new ideas about time. 
Grof’s conception of COEX came from thinking about experiences he heard while conducting 
psychedelic therapy. Grof’s conception parallels ideas that come from quantum mechanics. Both 
require new ways to think about time. 

To explain the concepts of synchronicity and COEX we must begin by differentiating between clock 
time and experienced time. Discrepancy between the two became pointed with the definition 
Newton proposed in his Principia, the treatise that established physics. Our common modern 
thinking about time derives from the definition Newton established centuries ago. He realized that 
the common ways of measuring time by the sundial, water clock, hourglass, and the other 
vernacular methods, used before precise mechanical timepieces were invented, were not 
adequate to the mathematical concepts of his physics. He therefore defined a new, absolute time:  

 Absolute, true, and mathematical time, of itself, and from its own nature, flows equably 
without relation to anything external, and by another name is called duration: relative, 
apparent, and common time, is some sensible and external (whether accurate or 
unequable) measure of duration by the means of motion, which is commonly used instead 
of true time; such as an hour, a day, a month, a year.  

– Newton, I., Scholium on Time, Space, Place and Motion 

Newton’s definition of time crept into common thinking due to the success of his physics and the 
technology it gave rise to. Although Einstein’s relativity theory later discredited Newton’s idea of 
absolute time, Einstein nonetheless maintained that relative to location, time was made up of 
scientifically even, infinitely small instants. Einstein did not accept the implication of quantum 



theory, which developed a couple of decades after his relativity theory, that time is not a 
continuous, even flow. But since quantum theory defies even Einstein’s common sense, we still 
customarily think of time in Newtonian terms–as linear. Consequently, we now operate by the 
hyperactive minutes of our watches and cell phones rather than the leisurely, imprecise hours of 
the sundial. 

In Paris, on April 6, 1922, Albert Einstein and Henri Bergson debated the nature of time. Bergson 
maintained that moments of time had non-divisible durations, which more realistically matched 
actual experience than Newton and Einstein’s scientific time. William James, before his death in 
1910, had been joined by Whitehead in supporting Bergson. James inspired Whitehead’s 
cosmology, which said that drops of experience reflected the basic nature of the universe, rather 
than little chunks of matter like atoms and molecules. 

Scientific linear time and Whiteheadian experiential time represent different metaphysical 
conceptions. The metaphysics of mainstream science cannot explain synchronicity and COEX. It 
relegates them to the supernatural. Whitehead says that our common notion of time is an 

abstraction in the 
same way a 
minute or an inch 
is an abstraction 
from the actual 
nature of lived 

experience and landscape. Whitehead’s metaphysics provides a way to understand synchronicity 
and COEX as aspects of the fundamental process of the universe, rather than as supernatural 
ideas. For Whitehead, the basic stuff of the universe is not matter but events, experiences. Events 
happen on many different scales, from tiny quantum events to mystical experiences. One of the 
fundamental characteristics of an event is that it is internally timeless. While an event can be 
looked at from an external perspective as beginning and ending during a period of time, internally it 
is timeless, without time, eternal. Eternity does not mean going on forever, as some would 
commonly think of it, equating it to everlasting. Eternal means timeless. In calling an event 
internally timeless, Whitehead is echoing Plato’s definitive cosmological statement that time is the 
moving image of eternity (Timaeus 37d). 

From the mainstream scientific perspective, cause and effect propagate in linear time, which is why 
Jung describes synchronicity as an “acausal connecting principle.” From the psychological 
perspective that Grof discovered by analyzing reports of psychedelic therapy, the linear idea of 
cause and effect is not adequate for explaining psyche. Synchronicity and COEX are at odds with 
the Newtonian-Cartesian metaphysics of linear causal sequences. Grof realized that relativity and 
quantum mechanics cast doubt on Newtonian-Cartesian causality. Those doubts, however, have 
not yet modified our cultural common sense. The concepts of synchronicity and COEX therefore 
seem to be ‘supernatural’ from our contemporary cultural perspective, which is still basically 
Cartesian-Newtonian. To make metaphysical sense of synchronicity and COEX we have to think 
with the mind of Plato and his modern successor, Whitehead, and realize that Newtonian time is 
just a concept created by a human being. 



Whitehead conceives the universe as made up of events that are internally timeless. He agrees with 
Plato. Werner Heisenberg, who invented quantum mechanics, also says that quantum theory 
needs to be understood in terms of Plato’s cosmology, rather than Newton’s. A COEX needs to be 
understood as independent of any external measure of time. So, two moments that are distant in 
terms of measured Newtonian time can be immediately connected, which looks like an acausal 
connection in mainstream scientific terms. Details of Whitehead’s concept of an event as it bears 
on the concepts of synchronicity and COEX will be addressed at length in a later chapter.  

In deep moments of exceptional experience, or even when we dream on an ordinary night, 
Newtonian time effectively does not exist; we do not experience the urgency of being “on time,” 
unless we are having a nightmare. Plato, as a result of his mystical experience, understood time as 
“the moving image of eternity.” (Timaeus 37d) Scientifically, Newtonian time does not exist for the 
constellation of GPS satellites circling the earth. Each has a very precise atomic clock, but because 
each satellite moves in respect to the others all their clocks do not agree. Consequently, the 
satellites have to consequently signal back and forth to each other and establish a consensus time. 
They cannot work in terms of an absolute time. This is very difficult to understand. The generals in 
the Pentagon could not understand it when scientists tried to explain the GPS system in order to get 
funding for it. 

A striking, comedic example illustrates why the Pentagon is not a good test bed for advanced 
phenomena. The CIA once tried to test LSD as a psychological weapon by giving it to a military 
population. The results indeed produced chaos, but it was too much to be useful. One missing 
general was eventually found hiding under a bush someplace in Virginia. 

* 

Grof first wrote about Jung’s concept of synchronicity as a way to explain, 

unusual coincidences observed in LSD work involving past incarnation experiences [that] 
seem to indicate that experiences in the sessions are part of a broader pattern, the scope of 
which transcends the energy field of the individual….It seems that Jung’s approach can be 
useful in many instances of transpersonal phenomena, where the application of the 
principle of [Newtonian-Cartesian] causality obviously fails to bring satisfactory answers. 
(Grof S. , Realms of the Human Unconscious, 1976, p. 207) 

The idea of synchronicity can be comprehended in a larger concept, COEX, which is an 
abbreviation for system of condensed experience,1 which Grof defines as 

a dynamic constellation of memories (and associated fantasy material) from different 
periods of the individual’s life, with the common denominator of a strong emotional charge 
of the same quality, intense physical sensation of the same kind, or the fact that they share 
some other important elements. (Grof S. , Beyond the Brain, 1985, p. 97) 

  

 
1 This description should not be interpreted in a spatial way. It rather denotes a system of relations that transcend space 
and time. Such systems may have negative or positive effects. Negatively, they may connect traumatic experiences. 
Positively, they may map a route that leads to creative inspiration. 



Grof later expanded his understanding of COEX systems: 

In the early stages of my psychedelic research, when I first discovered the existence of 
COEX systems, I described them as principles governing the dynamics of the biographical 
level of the unconscious. At that time, my understanding of psychology was based on a 
narrow biographical model of the psyche inherited from teachers, particularly my Freudian 
analyst. In addition, in the initial psychedelic sessions of a therapeutic series, particularly 
when lower dosages were used, the biographical material often dominated the picture. As 
my experience with holotropic states became richer and more extensive, it became clear 
that the roots of the COEX systems reach much deeper. 

In my present understanding, each of the COEX constellations seems to be superimposed 
over and anchored in a particular aspect of the trauma of birth. The experience of biological 
birth is so complex and rich in emotions and physical sensations that it contains in a 
prototypical form the elementary themes of most conceivable COEX systems. However, a 
typical COEX system reaches even further and its deepest roots consist of various forms of 
transpersonal phenomena, such as past life experiences, Jungian archetypes, conscious 
identification with various animals, and others. 

I now see the COEX systems as general organizing principles of the human psyche…. The 
COEX systems play an important role in our psychological life. They can influence the way 
we perceive ourselves, other people, and the world and how we feel and act. They are the 
dynamic forces behind our emotional and psychosomatic symptoms, difficulties in 
relationships with other people, and irrational behavior.  
 
There exists a dynamic interplay between the COEX systems and the external world. 
External events in our life can specifically activate corresponding COEX systems and, 
conversely, active COEX systems can make us perceive and behave in such a way that 
reflect core themes in our present life. 
– (Grof S. , Psychology of the Future, 2000, pp. 23-4)  
 

Grof’s conception of COEX developed over the course of his career. He began his therapeutic 
work treating individuals. He discovered that LSD could amplify unconscious processes and 
therefore facilitate therapy. But it also elicited experiences that suggested that the psyche 
extended beyond the self-contained Cartesian entity with its internal dynamic of Id-Ego-Superego 
that Freud imagined. The hints that Grof heard in his patients’ reports of their LSD experiences led 
him to investigate his patients’ birth records that were available because of the centrality of the 
Charles hospital in Prague in the healthcare system of the small country of Czechoslovakia. 
Investigating these records started Grof on the trail that led him to formulate his Basic Perinatal 
Matrix theory. He concomitantly formulated the concept of COEX to describe the dynamics of his 
patients’ psyches. 
 
Grof continued to conduct individual therapy when he got to America and practiced at the 
Maryland State Psychiatric Research Center in conjunction with Johns Hopkins University. 
Conducting therapy there for terminal cancer patients, he began to theorize about the experience 
of dying, adding to his early theories about the human birth process. He also started to consider 
ideas about Near Death Experience (NDE) and other phenomena that would eventually lead him 
to create transpersonal psychology. The intensity of LSD experience continued to inform his 



thinking. The John Hopkins experiment ended with the accidental and tragic death of Grof’s 
research partner Walter Pahnke and the criminalization of LSD use that caused research funds to 
dry up. 
 
Ironically, Grof’s loss of the opportunity to pursue psychedelic research facilitated his 
appointment to Esalen Institute, which was the crossroads of the counterculture movement that 
was significantly fostered by ‘underground’ use of psychedelics. At Esalen, unable to officially use 
psychedelics, Grof and his wife Christina developed Holotropic Breathwork (HB). They coupled 
Grof’s experience with depth psychology and inspiration from practices extant at Esalen to create 
a revolutionary new therapeutic modality. It uniquely took advantage of Grof’s discovery that 
intensified breathing in a group context with evocative music and focused bodywork could yield 
experiences comparable to those facilitated by psychedelic substances. 
 
Group work, in contrast to working with individuals, provided Grof with greatly enlarged and 
diverse reports of experiences. That expanded range brought Grof to a point of feeling crazy 
because it upset his existing theoretical ideas. Conversations with Fritjof Capra helped Stan 
expand his theories and develop the idea of hylotropic and holotropic realms of consciousness, 
and it expanded his notion of COEX to encompass the transpersonal realm. COEXs began to 
seem even more ‘supernatural’ than in Stan’s original conception. 
 
One goal of my book is to establish a scientific explanation for Stan’s theories that eliminates any 
taint of the supernatural. I will use the eminent scientific expertise of Alfred North Whitehead in 
the final part of the book to develop a new paradigm. Short of the extensive discussion later in this 
book, I can say here that from Whitehead’s cosmological perspective, COEXs are not patterns in 
one’s unconscious memory. Instead, they are patterns of relations between real past events. 
Having some sense that reality does not unfold in linear temporal patterns of causation can help 
facilitators to support participants’ quest for cathartic healing.  The intense sights, sounds, and 
feelings of real events, such as PTSD, can be revisited in the safety of Holotropic Breathwork, 
enabling people to experience catharsis that ameliorates original traumatic harm and fear. 
 
Supernaturalism was thought of classically as a belief in an otherworldly realm or reality that, in 
one way or another, is commonly associated with all forms of religion. As our Cartesian culture has 
developed, it seems to mean something that defies the scientific laws of nature, but nature defined 
in scientific terms. And the idea of nature is itself changed by the definition. Einstein, with an 
allusion to magic, called Bell’s Theorem, “spooky action at a distance.” The theorem specified that 
interactions should not be able to communicate instantly across large distances (nonlocally) in 
violation of relativity. But such interaction has since been demonstrated, confounding physics in a 
major way. Google and others are building quantum computers to take advantage of the fact that an 
electron can be both itself and not itself (Gazing at the mountain…) at the same time. So what 
seems like magic now will be technology later. 

I am going to try to use Whitehead’s cosmology to suggest an underlying metaphysic for a future 
understanding of the world that does not somehow push COEX into the supernatural, which I think 
is a danger if we take Stan’s speculation about hylotropic and holotropic literally as have some of 
the contributors to The Way of the Psychonaut. Whitehead supported Bergson in disagreeing with 
Einstein, but he understood the quantum mechanics, which Bergson, not understanding the 
mathematics, could not. Modern psychology depends on Cartesian metaphysics. To move forward 



it must embrace the new paradigm that Whitehead foretells. I think it is the paradigm that Stan was 
searching for to replace to Cartesian one he has been criticizing that I first understood, reading 
Beyond the Brain. We shall see. 

 

 

 


