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CAMPBELLSVILLE, Ky. — Nearly two decades ago,
Steve Hupp was ducking in a minivan — a Meade
County sheriff’s deputy firing at him as he sped away
from a bank with a fake beard and plastic baggies
stuffed with stolen cash.

Today, the 53-year-old is a self-styled Kentucky
shaman presiding over psychedelic journeys in his
Native American church in the former laundromat of
a sagging trailer park.

Hupp’s past has made him an unlikely ambassador
for the growing popularity of ayahuasca, a bitter Ama-
zonian hallucinogenic brew of plant material that
looks like muddy water but has long been used in spir-
itual ceremonies by some South American indigenous
groups.

Ayahuasca has become increasingly trendy in the
United States in recent years. It has earned references
in popular films and gained a following in places like
Silicon Valley. It’s also drawn increasing interest of re-
searchers for its therapeutic effects. The New Yorker
in 2016 called it “the drug of choice for the age of kale.”

Behind blacked-out windows of an aluminum-sid-
ed building in the mobile home park, Hupp charges
about $395 to visitors from all over the country seek-
ing enlightenment or healing. Inside are candles, a
stereo playing Native American flute music, an altar
with a skull, a U.S. flag, tapestries, inflatable mat-
tresses lined against the wall next to folding chairs.
There are plastic buckets and a shower for physical
purges that come with hallucinations.

Ayahuasca when mixed contains Dimethyltrypta-
mine (DMT), a schedule 1 controlled substance that’s
illegal to possess, according to the Drug Enforcement
Administration. Hupp said he’s covered by a 2006 Su-
preme Court ruling that says the 1993 Religious Free-
dom Restoration Act allows its use by a religious or-
ganization. Hupp’s attendees are admitted as mem-
bers before they partake. 

But how did Hupp, a convicted felon, wind up bill-
ing himself as a “modern shaman?” He said his path
began in Shively, outside Louisville, where he attend-
ed Butler High School. There he began selling drugs
including dollar joints at parties. He spent a few years

in the Army, where he continued to use and sell drugs,
he said.

By the late 1990s, married with three children,
Hupp found himself unable to work as a long-haul
truck driver while caring for his ailing parents. So he
started robbing banks.

Hupp was sentenced to 33 months in federal pris-
on, where he shared a housing unit for several months
with an inmate from Peru. The man mentioned aya-
huasca in passing.

Upon his release, Hupp said he sent a letter to the
man’s family in Iquitos, Peru. Months later he re-
ceived a two-liter bottle marked dog shampoo that
contained ayahuasca. After six days of taking it, inter-
acting with “presences, entities, Mother Aya, what-
ever you want to call it,” Hupp said he began a trans-
formation.

“Your whole world has been opened up. I don’t
want to make it appear that in six days I went from
being what you’d term a psychopath to Mother Tere-
sa. It’s a process,” he said. “That’s why they call it a
journey.”

Hupp learned to brew it himself and eventually felt
driven to share it. He sought a permanent location 

Steve Hupp sits in front of pitcher of ayahuasca, an Amazonian hallucinogenic brew, at his Aya Quest Native
Americas church in Campbellsville, Ky. PHOTOS BY CHRIS KENNING/LOUISVILLE COURIER JOURNAL

How a former bank robber
became a shaman 

Chris Kenning
Louisville Courier Journal  | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Inside Aya Quest Native American church in
Campbellsville, Ky.

About this time every year, I begin to think about
spring. Not just thinking about it, but “yearning” for
it! Just this week, during a period of warmer temper-
atures and no wind, I took a stroll around the yard. I
saw many projects needing to be started or begun
such as the flower beds needed cleaning out. As I
walked around the yard, I began to think about how
incredible it is to see dead flowers, bare shrubs and
trees, and brown grass, and know they all will be
transformed in the spring. Buds on trees will appear,
flowers will sprout, grass will turn green, and birds
will build nests as they sing. Refreshment, renewal,
revival!

I also think of the wintertimes of our lives. The
times when there is darkness and not much joy or
hope. When we hear the news of a terminal illness,
accidents, broken relationships, and addictions, and
even sin in our own lives, and we wonder about
spring, new life, forgiveness, and hope for a better to-
morrow. If we hold on in eager patience, place our
trust in a God who says he will walk with us in the
valleys, and remember that spring follows winter, we
will experience refreshment, renewal, revival!

As we take this picture further, we may see those
times even in the life of church congregations and de-
nominations when wintertime conditions seem to
grip the actions and thinking of its people and lead-
ers. Arguments, accusations, miscommunications,
and unrest in many forms seem to crowd out the pur-
pose and the will God has for his people! How can this
happen in the very place that unity around loving
God and others, and serving both, should be top pri-
ority?

I am speaking in particular to the current struggle
of the United Methodist Church and the decisions
facing its very survival. But the “falling away” from
authentic orthodox beliefs in matters of Christian liv-
ing is evident in most church communities. John
Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement,
wrote many years ago;

“I am not afraid that the people called Methodist
should ever cease to exist either in Europe or Amer-
ica. But I am afraid, lest they should only exist as a
dead sect, having the form of religion without the
power. And this undoubtedly will be the case, unless
they hold fast both the doctrine, spirit, and discipline
with which they first set out.” (“Thoughts on Method-
ism” August 4, 1786)

I refer now to the words and thinking of Jeff Green-
way in his chapter in the book, “A Firm Foundation.”
"There are deeper symptoms of division than just hu-
man sexual lifestyles. There are those who no longer
believe that Jesus is the only way, truth, and life …
that he is not who he says he is. There are those who
replace the authority of Scripture with their own ex-
perience, reject personal sin, and neglect what it
means to embrace salvation in the Biblical sense.
Some have forgotten that the church gets its power by
faithfulness to the message of Jesus. We also have
evolved into a church that does not hold its leaders
accountable. So maybe we are fast becoming a
church with “the form of religion, without the power.” 

In light of this dark, grim picture, is there hope for
our church and the worldwide Church? Is there pos-
sibility for spring to arrive with reformation, renewal,
and revival? Greenway suggests four pathways to
bring us back to a clear mission of being Christ’s
Church.

Refocus on Jesus - “We need to reclaim the certain
belief that Jesus is who he says and did everything he
said he would. Jesus lives, loves, names sin, offers
grace, redeems, saves, forgives, heals, transforms,
sanctifies, and calls. Our future depends on our view
of Jesus.”

Reclaim the Authority of Scripture - “Either the Bi-
ble is the sufficient rule of faith and practice for liv-
ing, or it is not. The primacy of Scripture over reason, 

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Time for spring?
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Do you ever wonder what happened to the women
or men who stood in the shadows behind the famous
people in history, who didn’t get the spotlight. What do
we know about the families and friends of the “Big
Names,” those who kept them honest, who knew what
they were really like behind the scenes? 

Take a look at the “saints” of history. Not only Chris-
tian “heroes” but the exemplary women and men of all
faiths. Who were the people just behind them, who
didn’t get the headlines, the adoration or applause? 

I suspect we’ve overlooked layers of human history
because we rarely hear the unheard voices or even
know the names of the hidden faces, who may well
have been the true heroes of the moment.

Imagine what would happen if we knew something
about those shadow folks. I wonder if a more essential
message was lost with them-maybe they were the
ones we truly need to remember and listen and learn
from.

Is this what the Big Four - Buddha, Moses, Jesus,
Muhammad - had in mind all along? It wasn’t just
about them-others would lead the way forward.

Might it be that our adulation of the Great Names

and personalities, making it all about believing in
them above all others, has deflected our attention from
the true intent of the original teachers?

Maybe we could use some “belief relief.” 
During my years as a chaplain among the poorest

people in Marin County, California, I depended on as-
sistants who were my “backup.” Now, as I think back,
it’s possible I was their backup - they were the actual
leaders. I had the recognized “name” and the title (rev-
erend, chaplain) but when it came right down to rele-
vant ministry, relating one on one with the “people in
need,” those I hired to “help” were in reality the lead-
ers, my teachers, and I was there to help them do the
work.

That thought has a humbling effect.
Robert was an older black gentleman with a “heart

for others” who were “on the edge” in terms of housing
and mental health. He could sit quietly with someone
who dragged their pain in off the street, share a cup of
coffee and detect what they needed most - and often
what people needed seemed to be just what Robert
was doing. 

Rosie was a petite Asian woman who practiced Ti-
betan Buddhism. With her gentle presence she was
very good with people who felt vulnerable and afraid
on the streets. Living in her car, she could empathize
with each human being with whom she interacted.

One afternoon I returned to the office to find the
door closed and locked. In the dark room I flipped on

the light and found Rosie asleep on the floor. She apol-
ogized, but I had to reset my expectations. She worked
for the chaplaincy, but she was surviving outside-
frightening, exhausting “work” in itself.

Liz lived in her van with a good-natured but protec-
tive doberman. Spending most of her time in a wheel-
chair, Liz could walk short distances with special
crutches. In her weakness, she was a strong support
for many who lived with disability every day. I never
found her unable, and any weakness was balanced by
an inner strength that sustained many in the “commu-
nity of the streets” including, quite often, the chaplain. 

Suzanne was a gift from the start. Emerging from
her “camp” in the bushes outside the church, it was
natural to bring her on as an assistant. The way she
listened to her peers in distress, offering practical as-
sistance along with hugs of encouragement, was re-
markable.

No one was surprised when Suzanne joined the
leadership in a large social service agency. I don’t
mean this in a patronizing way, but I was proud, and
continue to admire Suzanne’s strength and “heart” for
the work.

Then there were associate chaplains, seminary in-
terns and volunteers who walked alongside. I valued
each of them and learned along with them, discovering
that “seeking home” and “finding sanity” are human 

When the leader isn’t who you expect
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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