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On Good Friday, 1962, before services commenced in Boston
University’s Marsh Chapel, Walter Pahnke administered small
capsules to twenty Protestant divinity students. Thus began the
most scientific experiment in the literature designed to investi-
gate the potential of psychedelic drugs to facilitate mystical
experience (Pahnke, 1963, 1966, 1967, 1970; Pahnke &
Richards, 1969a, 1969b, 1969c). Half the capsules contained
psilocybin (30mg), an extract of psychoactive mushrooms, and
the other half contained a placebo. According to Pahnke, the
experiment determined that “the persons who received psilocybin
experienced to a greater extent than did the controls the phenom-
ena described by our typology of mysticism” (Pahnke, 1963, p.
220).

This paper is a brief methodological critique and long-term fol-
low-up study to the “Good Friday Experiment.” Pahnke, who was
both a physician and a minister, conducted the experiment in
1962 for his Ph.D. in Religion and Society at Harvard University,
with Timothy Leary as his principal academic advisor (Leary,
1962, 1967, 1968). Describing the experiment, Walter Houston
Clark, 1961 recipient of the American Psychological Associ-
ation’s William James Memorial Award for contributions to the
psychology of religion, writes, “There are no experiments known
to me in the history of the scientific study of religion better
designed or clearer in their conclusions than this one” (Clark,
1969, p. 77).

Since a classic means of evaluating mystical experiences is by
their fruits, follow-up data is of fundamental importance in evalu-
ating the original experiment. A six-month follow-up was part of
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the original experiment and a longer term follow-up would prob-
ably have been conducted by Pahnke himself had it not been for
his death in 1971. For over twenty-five years it has not been
legally possible to replicate or revise this experiment. Hence, this
long-term follow-up study, conducted by the author, is offered as
a way to advance scientific knowledge in the area of psychedelics
and experimental mysticism. Lukoff, Zanger and Lu’s review
(1990) of psychoactive substances and transpersonal states offers
a recent overview of this topic.

Though all raw data from the original experiment is lost, includ-
ing the uncoded list of participants, extensive research over a
period of four years and the enthusiastic cooperation of most of
the original subjects have resulted in the identification and loca-
tion of nineteen out of the original twenty subjects. From Novem-
ber, 1986 to October, 1989, this author tape recorded personal
interviews with sixteen of the original subjects, meeting fifteen in
their home cities throughout the United States and interviewing
one subject (from the control group) over the telephone. In
addition to the interviews, all sixteen subjects participating in the
long-term follow-up, nine from the control and seven from the
experimental group, were re-administered the six-month 100-
item follow-up questionnaire used in the original experiment.

Of the remaining three subjects from the experimental group, one
is deceased. The identity of another is unknown. One declined to
participate citing concerns about privacy. One subject, from the
control group, declined to be interviewed or to fill out the ques-
tionnaire because he interpreted Pahnke’s pledge of confidential-
ity to mean that the subjects should not talk about the experiment
to anyone. This author’s discussion of the meaning of confidenti-
ality and mention of the explicit support for the long-term follow-
up by Pahnke’s wife failed to enlist his participation.

Informal discussions were also conducted with seven out of the
ten of Pahnke’s original research assistants for purposes of gath-
ering background information about the experiment. At the time
of the experiment, these people were professors or students of
religion, psychology and philosophy at universities, colleges and
seminaries in the Boston area.

METHODOLOGY OF THE ORIGINAL EXPERIMENT

Pahnke hypothesized that psychedelic drugs, in this case psilocy-
bin, could facilitate a “mystical” experience in religiously in-
clined volunteers who took the drug in a religious setting. He
further hypothesized that such experiences would result in per-
sisting positive changes in attitudes and behavior.
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