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T hese days there aren’t many people who 
would admit that they still believe in 
magic. Words like “Alchemy” are covered 

in dust, and it sometimes takes a deep puff and brush 
of the hand to even have a look at the old page. And 
yet, I believe, like the ancients, that you can turn all 
that dust into gold. There are even recipes—mostly 
folklore, though some of them were scribbled here 
and there on scraps of paper, or brushed in ink on 
scrolls long since saffroned with age: 

You take some mercury and distill it. When it’s complete-
ly still, it becomes pure silver. This silver is then heated 
up to molten cinnabar, and finally washed with a sacred 
herb to make gold. 

 To understand why such an idea seems so 
absurd, and therefore why these old recipes have 
been lost, we have to first understand a bit about the 
purpose and meaning of Alchemy.
 In life and its uncertainty, many people 
mistake pleasure for joy, which is like confusing a 
shadow for the man who casts it. If you are seeking 

the company of that man, you’ll never be satisfied 
conversing with his shadow. It is not that greedy or 
worldly people want something else from life; we all 
want fulfillment, joy and happiness. Every man that 
has ever lived searched for his happiness and fulfill-
ment, whether he recognized it or not. It’s just that 
most people are confused: seeking pleasure, think-
ing it’s joy, without realizing that they are chasing a 
mirage, a projected image of happiness that has its 
likeness, but lacks any substance.
 There is a proverb in India that man “seeks 
pleasure and finds only suffering.” This is because 
pleasure is the shadow of joy, and reaching out to hug 
the shadow of your mother never gets you any closer 
to her. Pleasure is short-lived, rarely satisfies for very 
long—or in any kind of meaningful way—and all too 
often becomes boring much quicker than expected. 
Hence, suffering. In the same way, real gold—found 
in mountains—is but the shadow of true gold, which 
is the light of an open heart. Misunderstanding the 
masters of old, men still—to this day—seek out hap-
piness in material gold, and find only lack, suffering. 



 If you thought, as many did, that material 
gold would bring you happiness, you might—out of 
desperation—try distilling some mercury, heating it 
up and pouring all kinds of herbal concoctions over 
it. But in the end, this only results in a putrid poison, 
and the failure to produce any “real” gold in this way 
(though not for lack of effort) then forced rational 
people to turn their backs on the whole science of 
Alchemy, so that you have to wheel a ladder over 
and climb up to the highest, most distant corner of 
the library to dust off the books about it. After all, 
there are much more efficacious scientific disciplines, 
producing all the wonderful technology around us 
today. And besides, everyone knows that magic and 
Alchemy are the stuff of fiction.
 What if I told you that I’ve been working 
on that recipe for over fifteen years now? Would you 
scoff at me? Perhaps you would advise me to get 
a job, if I really want to make some gold. But I’ve 
thought about it, and like you I have had my share 
of pleasure and gold, never recognizing a sense of 
“enough” or any kind of lasting satisfaction or hap-
piness from it. In fact, had I been born centuries ago 
and uneducated, I might have really tried distilling 
some mercury in my search for more gold, to buy 
more pleasure, which I thought would make me hap-
py. But even the ones who had golden rooms, golden 
chairs and golden crowns still weren’t satisfied. It’s 
because they misunderstood the recipe and confused 
the ingredients, as well as the gold it creates. It’s easy 
to do. Pleasure feels good, and does take the shape of 
joy, just as the shadow has the shape of the man. But 
it never lasts, never fulfills in the way true joy does. 
 So the real gold is the joy that fills an open 
heart, and once you have recognized that, and felt 
it, it’s shadow—pleasure—becomes incredibly bland 
and uninspiring. And in the realm of the heart, the 
old magic begins to make more sense.
 Knowing that the gold Alchemy seeks to cre-
ate isn’t the kind made into bracelets and rings is a 
good place to begin making the real stuff: golden, ra-
diating, joyous happiness and compassion. And if the 
gold at the end signifies something other than what it 
seems, so do all the other ingredients in the recipe:

You take some mercury and distill it. When it’s complete-
ly still, it becomes pure silver. This silver is then heated 
up to molten cinnabar, and finally washed with a sacred 
herb to make gold. 

 What then is mercury? Mercury, as it so hap-
pens, represents the mind. This is because, like the 
mind, mercury is always moving, based on fluctua-

tions in temperature. If you’ve ever tried a medita-
tion course, or isolated yourself from all distractions 
for any period of time, then you know just how 
rambunctious our minds are: flitting and fleeting all 
around, from the past to the future, from ideas to the 
realm of fantasy. 
 In order to achieve anything, even worldly 
success, concentration and singleness of mind are 
necessary. There is an ancient Zen saying: “The iron 
line down the 10,000 league road.” The 10,000 
league road is our journey through life, and the iron 
line is the single-pointed mind of Zen. Without 
mastery over the mind, you can’t ever control your 
addiction to pleasures, and find the real peace and joy 
of the heart. And that is why quieting the mind to 
stillness is the first step in the alchemical magic—and 
it is magic!
 When the mind is still, it becomes pure silver. 
It is powerful and effective. Unfortunately, many 
alchemists stop there, sometimes even using this new-
found power for personal gain, or to influence others. 
You can read about how meditation stills the mind 
and gives you all kinds of control over your life situ-
ation, so you’ll work better and make more money, 
etc. And some of that is true, but it’s usually just a 
way of selling a particular philosophy or method of 
meditation. Actually, better health or improvements 
in your life situation are just by-products: you open a 
sugar factory to get sugar, but you also get molasses as 
a by-product. It’s nice that you also get some molas-
ses, but don’t ever lose sight of the fact that yours is 
a sugar factory—only gold will do! Never, ever settle 
for silver.
 There are many methods for stilling the 
mind, but the best—and most ancient—are based on 
the breath. There are many breathing meditations for 
quieting the mind, and you should be able to find a 
competent teacher near you, if you haven’t already. 
These techniques should not be taken too lightly, and 
some guidance is a much more wholesome approach. 
It will also take some time—depending on how tur-
bulent your mercury is.
 Then, once you have pure silver it needs to 
be heated up. The fire in this Alchemy is compassion. 
Through love and prayer the silver gets hotter, turn-
ing red. It begins to be fragrant, like cinnabar—at-
tracting others to you. In my opinion there is no 
greater magic than the transformation of a human 
being through loving-kindness. 
 I’m sure I need not mention what herbal 
liquor I then dump over my molten cinnabar to cool 
it into gold? 





 Tea, for me, represents wisdom, insight. It 
is a return to my daily life and the practical. A quiet 
mind, filled with love still needs perspective and bal-
ance. Otherwise, you get drunk on ecstasy and your 
cinnabar never makes the turn into gold. The rapture 
of a heart full of love is amazing, indeed, but it is just 
another by-product—more molasses. 
 Stillness within all the vicissitudes of a hectic, 
modern life is necessary if we are to live wholesome 
lives. Loving-kindness brings us closer to our pur-
pose, forcing us to serve others and be an instrument 
in the awakening of our world. This connects us to 
the universe, giving us a greater meaning through a 
relationship to something beyond ourselves. Then, we 
pour a bit of insight. The result is a gold more valu-
able than a treasury of material gold.
 Through tea, the stillness and compassion I 
have cultivated in my day cool down and find their 
way back into the ordinary life. From the heights, I 
return to a simple table: this bowl of leaves and water. 
I could speak about the lessons tea has taught me, 
but they aren’t sermons in the ordinary sense, and 
don’t easily translate into words. Instead, I’d ask you 
to try spending a few months waking up to a bit of 
breathing meditation, followed by a bowl of tea. It 
need not be anything fancy, just dump some leaves in 
a bowl and cover them in water. Drinking tea alone 
forces you to quiet down and listen. When you are 

open-hearted and your mind is still, I promise the tea 
will begin to speak to you, in a language older than 
time—silent words that come from out of the forest. 
And in that space, all the magic of the old stories and 
books all come back to life, as you begin to under-
stand the language of the heart.
 This was, of course, just an introduction to 
the concepts of Alchemy and transformation, hope-
fully inspiring you to believe that such a change is 
possible in your own life—and heart.
 Like anything, mastery of Alchemy takes a 
bit of patience, discipline and study. Nothing could 
be more rewarding, however, than fulfilling your 
purpose in life. And when you see the magic unfold, 
you wonder why such sciences have become so old-
fashioned. Perhaps it’s time for a revival of magic and 
Alchemy, transformation of the spirit.
 To me, nothing is more apparent than the 
magic of this universe. I sit on a block of wood in si-
lence, sipping my elixir and changing dust into gold. 
As if that isn’t enough! Meanwhile, all around me a 
giant blue ball whirls through space at thousands of 
miles the hour. Stars and galaxies dance on towards 
eternity: some exploding in tremendous violence, 
whirling to form planets and oceans. And billions of 
years later, those very stars evolve into another person 
sitting quietly, drinking his tea and contemplating his 
place in the cosmos. What could be more magical?

-The Leaf-



Mundaa santokh saram path jholee
Dhi-ann kee karen bibhoot
Kinta kaal kuaaree kaa-i-aa

Jugat dandaa partheet
Aa-ee pant’hee sagal jamantee

Man jeetai jag jeet. 

Let contentment be your earrings, 
humility your begging-bowl 
and meditation the ashes you apply to 
your body.
Let the thought of death be the patched 
coat you wear, 
chastity your way in the world 
and faith in the Lord your walking stick.
See the brotherhood and sisterhood of all 
humankind as the highest order of Yogis;
Conquer your mind, and you shall con-
quer the world.
        
           
          —Sri Guru Nanak Dev Ji—


