FREE PARTICIPANT ORIENTATION GUIDE

Ayahuasca in U.S. Religious Communities:
Free Participant Orientation Guide

SECTION 1 OF 8
Start here: religious community, not retreat label

Some U.S. religious communities include ayahuasca-related sacramental practices; this
guide focuses on how to learn about those communities respectfully and verify information.
A church service is not the same as a commercial retreat or an informal event. This guide is
educational, not legal advice or an invitation to attend. Religious identity, doctrine,
membership, service format, and visitor access differ. Ask a congregation directly what it
teaches and whether it welcomes inquiries from nonmembers. The guide is organized around
context, event formats, reported motivations, possible experiences, evidence, and questions.
These are separate topics: learning about a tradition does not require trying a practice, and a
provider’s description does not establish that it is safe or suitable for you. Use the
congregation’s own public materials to learn its beliefs, but remember that one member’s
account may not represent all members. Ask whether a service is open to visitors, whether
advance contact is needed, and what respectful conduct requires. You can inquire without
agreeing to participate or join.
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Distinct communities and histories

UDV and Santo Daime are examples of Brazilian religious movements with their own
histories, practices, and communities. They should not be collapsed into one organization or
treated as representative of every Indigenous or religious tradition. Some services may
include prayer, hymns, community gathering, or other devotional elements, but participants
should not assume a universal format. Use a congregation’s own materials and independent
historical sources, and avoid assuming that a group’s name verifies its current legal or
organizational status. When learning about cultural context, prioritize the words of the
community being discussed. Ask who wrote or approved a description, whetheritis a
historical source or a present-day account, and what the source cannot tell you. One
person’s practice should not be generalized to an entire region or people. UDV and Santo
Daime are distinct organizations with different histories and practices. Their references to
ayahuasca, hoasca, or sacrament may reflect their own religious vocabulary. Do not assume
a church service is a commercial retreat, or that every group using similar words has the
same doctrine or status.
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What a religious service may involve

A service may be structured around worship, religious teaching, music, prayer, and
community roles. Congregations set their own calendars, rules, language, membership
expectations, and policies for visitors. Ask whether visitors may attend, what is expected,
whether observation is possible, and which parts are private. Do not rely on social-media
footage to understand an entire service. A respectful inquiry acknowledges that sacred
practice is not a tourist product and that a community may choose not to host visitors.
Before comparing events, note practical details as well as spiritual language: date and
location, accessibility, language, group size, staff roles, privacy, transportation, cancellation
rules, and how questions are answered. These details help you compare providers without
assuming that a dramatic description means a better or more authentic experience. Ask
about the service’s language, schedule, visitor policy, accessibility, privacy, and whether
visitors may observe. Some religious elements may be private or intended for members.
Respect a congregation’s boundaries around photos, testimony, and sacred objects. A
welcome invitation does not mean every part of a service is open to public documentation.
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Why people join or attend

Members may describe religious devotion, worship, community belonging, moral teaching, or
a sacramental relationship as central. Visitors may be curious about religion, seeking
community, or looking for a spiritual home. These motivations differ from seeking a
psychedelic experience or treatment. A religious service should not promise medical
outcomes, and a personal testimony is not proof of clinical benefit. If your need is medical or
mental-health care, seek qualified care alongside any religious exploration. Try separating an
intention from an expected outcome. For example, curiosity or prayer is an intention; a
promise to resolve grief, trauma, or illness is an outcome claim. You can ask what evidence
supports that claim and what the provider will do if you do not experience the result they
describe. Members may describe worship, sacramental practice, shared belief, and
community as central. Visitors may be curious about comparative religion or seeking
belonging. These reasons are not the same as seeking a psychedelic experience or clinical
treatment. A congregation’s spiritual claims should be understood within its faith, not
presented as clinical evidence.
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Beliefs, expectations, and boundaries

Ask the community what participants believe the sacrament means and how members are
expected to act. Religious interpretations can be deeply meaningful, but they are specific to
the group. You are not required to accept a doctrine, disclose personal history, or join a
congregation because you attend an open event. Ask about privacy, consent, photography,
language, accessibility, and support for visitors. If you feel pressured or unsafe, you can
decline or leave. First-person stories can be meaningful, but they are not a forecast.
Experience can be shaped by setting, expectation, personal history, other people present,
and the way an event is described. Ask whether participants can keep a private journal or
simply leave without having their experience interpreted by the group. Ask what the
community believes and whether visitors are expected to follow particular practices. You can
listen without adopting a belief. Clarify how consent, privacy, and participation work, and
whether you can leave. Avoid assumptions that a service will produce a particular spiritual
revelation or that you must share personal experiences.
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U.S. law: precise, case-specific language

In Gonzales v. O Centro (2006), the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed a case-specific RFRA ruling
involving the Uniao do Vegetal’'s hoasca practice. That decision does not create a blanket
exemption for every group, person, preparation, or event. Laws and permissions can depend
on the organization and circumstances, and they can change. This guide is not legal advice.
Verify current federal, state, and local requirements independently and ask a congregation
what specific legal authorization it relies on. A useful evidence check asks: Was the claim
tested in people? Was there a comparison group? Was safety monitored? Were the product
and setting clearly described? Lab findings, historical records, interviews, testimonials, and
clinical trials answer different questions and should not be treated as interchangeable. Read
legal statements carefully. In O Centro, the Supreme Court affirmed a specific RFRA ruling
involving UDV; it did not grant every person or group a blanket permission. Ask which entity
a legal authorization applies to, and independently verify current law. The fact that one
church has a case history does not establish another group’s status.
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Questions to ask a congregation

Ask for the congregation’s full name, location, contact details, public materials, and visitor
policy. What is the service’s religious purpose and what should a visitor know before
arriving? Who can answer health questions, and what emergency procedures exist? What is
the policy on privacy, photography, participation, and leaving? If the group describes a legal
authorization, ask what organization it covers and where the information is documented.
Avoid relying on another group’s exemption or informal assurance as proof of legality. Use
the questions on this page as a written checklist. If an answer is unclear, ask again or take
time before paying. You can request a trusted person to review the information. A provider
should accept a pause, a refusal, or a decision to leave without punishment, shame, or
threats. Ask for the congregation’s full legal and public name, visitor information, contact
person, and any written policy on health questions, emergencies, privacy, and leaving. If the
group discusses legal authorization, ask what documents support it. For personal health risks
or medication questions, speak with a qualified clinician separately from the congregation.
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Interesting facts and reflection

The Supreme Court case often discussed in this context concerned a named religious
organization and a specific dispute; it should not be summarized as “ayahuasca is legal for
churches.” Religious practice also varies within and between communities. Before attending,
clarify whether you are exploring a faith community, a cultural tradition, or a retreat
experience; they are different settings. Sources: Supreme Court docket for Gonzales v. O
Centro; Department of Justice materials; CDC Yellow Book for health risks. Before making any
decision, write down: what draws you to this subject; what you still need to verify; which
boundaries are non-negotiable; and whom you would contact if you needed help. Keep a
copy of the organizer’s policies and your own notes. Choosing not to attend is a complete
decision. Reflection prompts: Am | exploring a faith community, a cultural tradition, or a
retreat? What does the congregation say its service means? What is the exact legal basis it
relies on? Interesting fact: the UDV litigation concerned a named congregation and a defined
legal record; broad slogans about legality can hide important differences.

Sources for further reading

* Supreme Court docket: Gonzales v. O Centro

e Department of Justice: O Centro case materials
¢ CDC Yellow Book: ayahuasca risks

Current online guide: Ayahuasca in U.S. Religious Communities: Free Participant Orientation Guide
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https://www.supremecourt.gov/docketfiles/04-1084.htm
https://www.justice.gov/osg/brief/gonzales-v-o-centro-brief-merits
https://www.cdc.gov/yellow-book/hcp/environmental-hazards-risks/poisonings-envenomations-and-toxic-exposures-during-travel.html
https://ayahuasca-ceremony.net/courses/free-ayahuasca-us-religious-communities-orientation/

