Strict Deprivation or Wretched Excess?  Two Paths to Awareness

By Sienna

Back in the good ol’ days of the Greek and then the Roman empires, they used to hold amazing festivals called Bacchanalia, eating and drinking, bathing and copulating, vomiting and recovering, and doing it all over again.  These festivals of “wretched excess” were more than your average “partay”.  It was also a way for them to commune with their God, Bacchus, a.k.a. Dionysus.  It is known that the ancient Aztecs held a similar festival, and Siberian Sacred Bear ceremonies, where an animal was sacrificed and then roasted for the whole town to share, were said to bring the spirit of the Bear into the people.

But, on the other hand, about the same time over in China and Tibet, Jain monks were learning the value of fasting and celibacy.  They gave up everything they owned and dedicated themselves to a life of poverty.  Some even went cold and naked in the streets, forgoing the ordinary comforts of civilized humanity at the time.  Many ordinary people thought they were mad, and they became known as “the Mad Monks.”  This path of strict deprivation was their way of communing with their higher power, as well.  It is also a familiar path to the Native Americans in the form of the Vision Quest, and even Christians have seen visions by strictly following fasting and celebacy practices.

How could both of these methods work for the same purpose?  If overloading your sensory organs with excesses of food, alcohol, and sex put you in the right mind to receive Divinity, then how could going without any of these things also lead to the same state of mind?  

Human beings are creatures of habit.  Everything we do is something we have either seen done before or have an idea that someone else has done it before.  This is why when someone does something – ANYTHING- different, it’s either an “ingenious breakthrough” or an “unfathomable mistake.”   Nobody intentionally steps out of the status quo without a ready explanation.

So why did wretched excess work for the Greeks as a way to commune with that higher power?   Because it took them out of the status quo in a socially acceptable way.  Everyone was doing it, so it wasn’t looked upon as “different”.  But it was also not a daily activity.  It was an overload of the circuitry, a way of putting so much ‘pleasure’ into the brain that the brain couldn’t handle it.   That pleasure, as modern science knows it, was the chemical reaction of an overload of dopamine in the neurons of the brain.   As a self-defense mechanism, the brain would take a break by passing out and going off into amazing dream states.  Because this would be a festival to that patron Bacchus, the Greek would then dream of him, thereby having a personal interaction.

If this is the way it worked for the Greeks, the Mad Monks were doing just the opposite.  In their beliefs, it was attachment to the physical world that kept their spirits from pursuing higher purposes.  Their goal was to deprive themselves of physical comforts.  But on a physiological level, how does strict deprivation activate your higher centers to allow you access to awarenesses beyond the ordinary?  Instead of activating the “pleasure” centers of the brain, the Jains were activating the “discomfort” centers of the brain.  Cold, hunger, and pain, as we all know, put us in a negative headspace where no pleasure at all is entering our brain.  This is another chemical reaction in the brain; seratonin, or lack of it.  After the brain has had enough of that, it will also “shut down”, or go into trance state.  It was this trance state that allowed the Jains their spiritual journey.

Both of these methods have been handed down over the ages, which is the basis for the traditions of Catholic Priesthood and also Bachelor parties.  (the word “Bachelor” has “Bacchus” as it’s root…)  Both of them are just as valid in the modern human brain as they were to the ancients.   You will still get into an altered headspace using either method.

However, wretched excess takes a tragic twist in this millennium, with plenty of ways to alter your headspace that are NOT designed to shut your system down and send you into luscious dreams of your deity.  And strict deprivation is almost impossible to attain, with few places to go where food and shelter are not waiting for us, and sex in all of the media.  These ways of the ancients are almost extinct in 2005.

When attempting to activate higher brain functioning using either of these methods, I recommend setting yourself up way in advance.  If you can’t do it right, it won’t put you into the mindset that you are aiming for.   It’s worth the extra time and effort put into planning to make sure you get the results you want.

In the case of wretched excess,  arrange a Bacchanalia festival with your friends, telling them the exact nature of your invitation.  Make sure nobody has to drive home afterward, and that you have more than one night to push your limits.  While creating the food for this event, remember what you intend to do, and make sure you put those thoughts into the food.  

Attending pagan festivals is a great way to set yourself up for a round of wretched excess, too.  As you pack your bags to leave, make sure you are mindful of your purpose, putting your intention into the packing.  This isn’t just another party, so the preparations should be sacred as well.  Be sure you are camping with a group of friends who know what you are up to, and can arrange to have you brought back to your tent if need be.

When dealing with strict deprivation, I highly recommend that you rent a cabin in the woods for a week, or, better yet, pitch a tent at a comfy campsite, and have one trusted friend come to check on you regularly.  Leave everything you want to live without behind, and make sure your friend doesn’t bring anything to tempt you.  Don’t, and I repeat DON’T go without water.  If you intend to go without food, practice fasting while still at home before you try to do it alone in the woods.  And always leave yourself a safety mechanism.  Don’t count on one tiny cell phone to save your life in times of need.

Strict deprivation and wretched excess are merely flip sides of the same coin.  Giving your body too much of something is as sacred and divine as keeping your body from getting something, whether that’s sex, food, shelter, or chemistry.  If you keep in mind that you are doing this for a higher purpose, and you will find the results are mind expanding.  It is quite possible that you can connect with your higher power, whether that be Bacchus, Buddha, or Bear.

